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The Collected Letters of Brother Ebenezer

Within these pages you will find the collected letters of Brother Ebenezer written to various correspondents throughout his life in answer to questions they had or dilemmas they faced.  Brother Ebenezer was of the Benedictine order and lived 77 years on this earth.  He now lives forever.
Letter One
My dear child,


I am sorry for your disappointment.  Life is full of them, but that is okay.  We have a hard time believing disappointments are a part of God’s plan for our good, that they are ordained and sanctioned for our welfare, but just as God sends sunshine and rain upon the earth, so too does He allow good times and bad to come our way.  All the elements have a part to play in the germination, growth, and production of each seed and this teaches us that we too need all sorts of ‘weather’ in order to produce the good fruits God expects of us.


Do not strive for a life that does not exist, one that is trouble free. Instead, re-train yourself to expect the deepening and enriching troubles God allows and to view them as the blessings they are intended to be.  God’s Word tells us that ‘we must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God.’  (Acts 14:22)  The reward is worth the journey.  

This world encourages us to believe that a perfect life is our due, that if life is not going well for us then someone is to blame. Wake up from that dream and see past your unwarranted expectations of what God should or should not be doing for you and look instead for the blessings hidden in every situation.  They are there. Notice how God has set up His creation.  Pleasure of every sort has accompanying pain of some sort. Perhaps we would not be pleased by pleasure if we were not touched by pain.
Being re-trained right along with you,
Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWO
My dear child,


Compromise is a funny thing.  It dresses itself up so nicely and promises results which it cannot deliver.  I do not know why we are so tempted by compromise.  It is as though we think it is not a complete disgrace to compromise, only partially disgraceful, palatably disgraceful.  We are tempted to believe we can kind of please God and kind of please ourselves.  Everyone wins.  We are like the Israelites who feared the Lord but feared their own gods also.  Compromise led the Israelites into all manner of sin and bondage and it does the same for us.

No one wins when we hedge on what we know is right, what we know we should do.  This is true in our relationships, in which we are to love well always, not just when it suits us or serves some end of our own; and in our work, all of which is to be done for and before the Lord.  I am not advocating legalism here, I am talking about our spiritual duty to be worthy of the calling to which we have been called.  A duty hopefully supported by a deep desire, not to see what we can get by with, but to see how pleasing we can be to the One Who paid so great a price to bring us into His family.  Compromise is a vestige of our old man and is a favorite tool of our enemy.  It depletes the pleasure of every journey while promising to enhance it.  

All God’s commands are for our benefit and His glory.  Do not doubt this.  Determine today to do what pleases Him and you will find yourself enriched as well.

Daily resisting the companionship of compromise even in my old age,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THREE
My dear child,


You say you want to know God’s will; you want to hear Him speak and give you direction.  That is good, but understand that spiritual listening is a learned discipline and most of what God ‘says’ cannot be heard with your ears. God rarely speak audibly to His children, He does not have to, He has many other ways of speaking that are equally effective.  Job’s friends did not know all the truth about God but they did know this, “God speaks in one way, and in two, though man does not perceive it.”  (Job 33:14)  You know why we do not perceive it?  Because we are waiting for Him to write His message across the sky or to speak audibly to us and thereby we miss what He is communicating through our circumstances, through chance conversations, in dream, and in our heart.  

My advice is to pray for a perceptive heart.  We become so intent on how we expect to hear from God, and perhaps what we expect to hear, that we miss His message when it comes.  Learn to listen with your eyes, to interpret coincidences and chance remarks.  Ask what God is saying to you through your reactions to the people in your life as well as their reactions to you.  

God speaks through His word and His creation.  Learn to decipher the images all around you; to understand that if a single candle dispels darkness God might be encouraging you to believe you can do the same.  God’s language is pouring forth day after day and night after night but so few are listening.  Tune in.  Do not pray for God to speak to you, rather pray that you will not miss what He is saying.

Learning to listen better every day,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FOUR
My dear child,


Do not confuse productivity and efficiency with godliness.  They are not the same thing.  Indeed, I have found that when I am in the tunnel of efficient productiveness I tend to be less sensitive to the real needs of those around me, less tuned in to the subtle movements of God’s Spirit and voice, less filled with love for those to whom I am ministering.  I accomplish a great deal but bear little or no fruit.  
Jesus gave us a very different example.  His focus was always on the people He was serving, they were His primary concern, not His agenda, not His predetermined idea about what He would accomplish that day.   There is a sense, as you read through the gospels, that Jesus was always listening for a voice no one else seemed to hear, a voice He was ever ready to heed and obey, that one day told Him to stop and attend to a sick, old, impoverished woman who touched His robe just as he was hurrying off to heal the daughter of a powerful ruler of the synagogue.  There was a fluidity about His ministry that had the appearance of unpredictability and haphazardness but which makes perfect sense from our perspective.  


   When efficiency becomes the goal, the work is elevated above those for whom the work is done.  All your effort ends up as wood, hay, and stubble. Isn’t Satan clever?  
Try to be less focused on what you are achieving and more focused on those you are serving.  Remember, we are to be known by our love, not by our productivity.  Machines are productive but I don’t want to be friends with one do you?  God is most pleased when we love well.  Remember that.  
Fighting to be less efficient and more in tune to God’s voice and the needs of others,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FIVE
My dear child,


It is very hard to live each moment as it comes, leaving the past and the future to God, but this is one of the best antidotes I know for worry and a discipline that bears unexpected fruit.    The strength and grace we need to live for God, being a blessing and being blessed, is given in this moment, not in the last or the next or in our dreams or worries about the future.   It is for the task at hand that He gives light, now and for these people that His love is poured into our hearts. God is faithful to give us strength for our work and to direct our steps if we are ‘home’ to where we are and to what we are doing.  Satan loves to distract us with regrets about the past and dreams about tomorrow - can you understand why?  

Pray, dear child, for ears to hear His voice now and eyes to see His presence all around you.  Invest yourself fully in the task at hand, do whatever you are doing as though you are doing it in the presence of God and for His glory, because you are. Ask to be taught in this moment what you need to learn, how to become a purer reflection of His image within.  Every moment has something to learn or someone to love or some work to accomplish or some blessing to enjoy.  Train yourself, ask for the needed grace to be wholly invested in what you are doing so as not to neglect this moment for all the ‘what ifs’ and ‘must dos’ of tomorrow.

Striving to be present in the present,

Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIX
My dear child,


‘People’ certainly do seem to handicap our walk with the Lord.  They are irritating and we become irritated.  They are self-centered which makes it nearly impossible to love them as we know we should.  They place expectations on us that we do not appreciate or want to do and the next thing you know we are the ones looking selfish!  

People ‘intrusions’ remind me of a wonderful scene from Winnie-the-Pooh.  Pooh has made a visit to Rabbit’s hole and while there has eaten every drop of Rabbit’s honey.  When there is no more honey to enjoy Pooh attempts to leave but becomes stuck in the opening to Rabbit’s home.  Rabbit takes a back exit and brings back Groundhog who is supposedly a demolition expert.  After Groundhog has circled the stuck Pooh many times, taking notes and making calculations, Rabbit very anxiously asks him if he can unplug his front door.  Groundhog replies, “Certainly, but first you’ve got to get rid of that bear, he is gummin’ up the whole project.”  “Dash it all man,” Rabbit replies, “He is the project!”


Perhaps that is how God feels about us when we chafe spiritually because of the ‘bears plugging up our front doors.’  ‘Dash it all child, they are not hindering the project, they are the project!’

I will have to say that those who upset my forward movement the most are usually the ones who wake me up to the realization that I was going in the wrong direction to begin with.  They are the ones who force me to deal with past hurts and wrong motives, self centered service and misplaced allegiance.  I do not like these bears any better, but I have come to appreciate there dual role in my life; they are there for me and I am there for them.  

Still learning to embrace my bears,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER SEVEN
My dear child,


A great follower of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ once said, “If I have not denied myself before God I cannot deny myself before men.’  Do you understand what he is saying?  We must consciously and sincerely come before God, who sees past our words and into our hearts, and renounce/deny our inherited ideas about what we are owed, what we think we have a right to expect, or be protected from.  We must lay down our ‘right’ to be what we want to be, have what we want to have, or be treated like we want to be treated.  These stored up ‘self’ rights hinder our ability to live wholly for the Lord and for His children, to obey quickly and joyfully.  We have to relinquish our agenda, which predictably, tends to have a lot in it for us a very little in it for the kingdom of God or the body of Christ.

Jesus asks us to ‘deny ourselves’ for a reason.  It is because until we honestly and completely deny our self with its rights, ambitions, and expectations we cannot follow Him, we will always be bumping into some dearly held image.  Jesus led the way in this didn’t He?  As He said and lived out in so many ways, ‘He did not come to do His own will but rather to do the will of His Father who is in heaven.’


I am sorry you have been so bitterly disappointed in your friend.  Might I encourage you to use this situation to lay down your right to expect or deserve anything better?  Placing demands and expectations on others gives them a lot of power over your happiness and peace of mind. Receive the hurt and look for the good in it.  Believe that God’s hand is in this for your good and seek to know how He can be best glorified by your response.  Honestly deny yourself before God and you will find that there is very little man can do to rob you of the peace that is yours in Christ. 
Denying myself daily and throughout the day with God’s help,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER EIGHT
My dear child,


You want insight into why you are not experiencing the peace, rest, and joy Jesus promises to His followers.  Let me begin by making clear that His promise is to make these things available, and they are available to everyone, but they are only experienced by those whose very life is Christ.  Who no longer live for themselves or for what they can get out of the Christian life.  They live for Christ, fix their eyes on Christ, and depend on Christ.  


Our three enemies (the devil, the world, and our flesh) work diligently, once we have come to believe in Jesus as our Savior, to keep us from experiencing Him as our life.  It is only as we learn to stop relying on our selves, our strength, our wisdom, our natural likes and dislikes – and begin to look for and rely on His provision, His direction, and His affection that we will experience the peace, rest, and joy that is granted to those whose soul is set on pleasing God.  

Do you know what I believe are the two tools most often used by our enemy to hinder us from realizing this blessed life?  Busyness and noise.  We are too busy to wait upon the Lord, as we are commanded to do throughout scripture, as Jesus himself did throughout His earthly ministry.  We think activity leads to holiness but it does not. Satan is a great deceiver.  He deceives us into believing all of what we have to do and think to do is important, though much of it is mere distraction.


And, along with our busyness we are inundated with noise.  It might be called music, or television, or conversation but at some point it is just noisome distraction.  Satan deceives us into thinking our unnecessary conversations and entertainments relax us when all they really do is keep our thoughts occupied with things other than God.  Do not be deceived.  Examine how your time is invested/abused and remember Jesus’ words, “Come to Me…and I will give you rest…My peace I give you…but not as the world give.”  Jesus promises rest and peace, but only to those who come to Him.  He is the Caretaker of what eludes you.  I encourage you to spend more time getting to know the Caretaker.

Struggling right along with you,
Your affectionate uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER NINE
My dear child,

There are many things we must obey without knowing why or how our obedience will work for our good, the good of those we love, or God’s glory. Sometimes our obedience seems to work against our good, injure those we love, and dishonor God’s character.  The Spirit’s movement and conviction in our spirit will not always make sense or seem fair.  Do not be afraid to obey the Word of God and the unique way the Spirit applies it to your life.


When life is not working out like we have planned we want to question God don’t we?  We want to say, “Why are you asking me to do this or that?  It does not seem to be making any difference. When does my reward come?”  God wants to move our focus from results to moment by moment simple obedience.  We must learn to focus our attention on the Spirit within, attune our ears to His voice.  Obedience to His Word, His voice, is not the means to an end; it is the means and the end.  Think of the pictures Christ paints of how our relationship with Him works best.  Soldiers in a war, servants in a household, and clay in the Potter’s hand.  Obedience and trust are what make these relationships work.  

People write me that they have trouble knowing the will of God.  I find that hard to believe.  What seems more likely is that they are not taking time to seek His will, or God’s revealed will is not significant enough, or does not answer the questions they are asking, or does not please them, or appears too difficult, or is not in line with what they predetermined His will should be.

Can I tell you what I have found to be true about the will of God?  It is the little things done faithfully throughout the day. The little service, the little words of encouragement, the little upward glances of gratitude, and the little expressions of love.  It is living His character as completely as His grace allows each moment of each day.  And, it is having enough faith to believe that all our little sacrifices are important and that they matter to Him.  We want to understand before we obey.  God asks for an obedience that flows out of faith in His character.  

I know you are weary in doing good and that you no longer think your obedience matters or is making a difference.  It seems as though God is asking everything of you and nothing of those around you.  Do not yield to this despair.  Continue doing the little things faithfully; continue to seek God’s pleasure as your reward.  You are in a hard place but you are not there alone.  Stand firm in your faith.  I am standing with you in prayer.

Asking God to allow me to share a portion of your burden,

Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TEN
My dear child,


We are very poor judges of the significance of our lives.  We tend to look to the opinions of those around us when determining if our life matters.  This should not be.  If our goal is to live lives pleasing to God then our focus should be on our faithfulness, not our achievements.  Our faithfulness in prayer, in reading His Word, in waiting for His guidance, in obeying what we know to do, in little acts of service He brings our way, in little kindnesses.  We must learn to shake Adam’s imprint on our life, part of which is our predisposition to be self and others focused when measuring our worth, instead of God focused.  His opinion is the only one that matters if we really believe what we say we believe.  That is the question isn’t it?

Be less concerned with how you are viewed by your peers and more focused on the work God as led you to this moment, doing all you do before an audience of One.  I believe God’s economy, His value system, is far different than that of this world.  When we get to Heaven I for one will not be at all surprised to find that those whose crowns have the most jewels were the least known and appreciated here on earth.  They will be those who lived with a God- consciousness that overshadowed their self-consciousness, who did not focus on their production or the value of their labor but on their Lord, ever listening for His voice, ever seeking to live a life pleasing to Him.  Pliable, submitted, available, and making no judgments about the value of what they were asked to do.  Never thinking they deserved more or something better.  Great souls in disguise.
Striving to live this way myself,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER ELEVEN
My dear child,


You feel dark within, cast down.  It is not a comfortable place to be but it has its uses.  Have you ever meditated on the words of our Savior, “If your eye is healthy, your whole body will be full of light.”  Perhaps the darkness you are experiencing proceeds from an unhealthy eye, from fixing your gaze on the wrong objects.  Perhaps you have ‘something in your eye’ that ought not to be there. 

We all have times when we feel cast down, let down.  It is one of the things God uses to slow us down so we can hear His voice telling us something is wrong within, so we will examine the path we are traveling, and become aware of baggage we have picked up that is weighing us down needlessly.

Take some time to prayerfully examine the direction of your outward and inward gaze.  Are you fixing on Jesus and His will, provision, and path or are you fixing your eyes on some lesser thing – lust of the eyes, lust of the flesh, or the boastful pride of life?  Or perhaps it is worry, or today’s agenda, or people beyond your control upon which you are fixing. Lesser things block our ability to see greater things. 

When you put this letter down close your eyes and still your thoughts.  Thank God for loving you enough to slow you down.  Ask Him to show you what you need to see about misplaced affections, about images you have erected, about hay, wood, and stubble you are striving to attain.  Ask Him for ears to hear His voice, for an undivided heart, and for eyes to see His intrusions throughout your day.  Then trust Him to lead you out of the slough of despond and back onto solid ground. It probably will not happen overnight but it will happen. 
Encouraging you to receive every emotion as a gift,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWELVE
My dear child,


The closer I grow to God the less inclined I am to ‘take matters into my own hands,’ ‘to speak my mind,’ or ‘set anyone straight.’  This is not because I do not care about my fellow beings or because I am less concerned about Truth, but rather because the closer I grow to God my certainty about what others need to do or not do becomes less clear to me.  My reluctance to intrude myself stems from the fear that my unsanctified attempts to change, correct, or perfect those I love are more likely than not to have the opposite effect, i.e., to cement them in their waywardness.  

Only a master jeweler knows where to strike the stone to unleash its brilliance, I am more likely to mar the jewel forever with my awkward attempts. So I observe and grieve and petition and wait and act, only rarely, and then only when I am as certain as I can be that the direction to act comes from God’s Spirit and not my flesh.  

Some may see this as laziness or irresponsibility.  I can understand that and I would too if it were not for the assurance within that this change from my past pattern of behavior is God initiated.  This interior assurance from God is stronger than my self doubt or my need to please and to be pleasing. It is this interior assurance that has helped me to see that sometimes laziness disguises itself with action and that those who are thought so responsible might have control issues.   

How I fear my tendency to, ‘wag my tongue and yet declare, the Lord declares!’  Such wagging of my tongue leads people astray with its reckless mixture of truth and flesh and certainly does not benefit the listener. The following verse has played a big role in this mindset of mine.
“Yes," declares the LORD, "I am against the prophets who wag their
own tongues and yet declare, 'The LORD declares.'  Indeed, I am
against those who prophesy false dreams," declares the LORD.
"They tell them and lead my people astray with their reckless
lies, yet I did not send or appoint them. They do not benefit
these people in the least," declares the LORD. (Jeremiah 23:30-32)
This verse draws me up short every time I am tempted to speak on behalf of the Lord.  I know your heart. You want to do the right thing, to improve what you think needs correcting in those you love, just be very careful.  We have a tendency to harm those closest to us, intending to do them good.  
Delighting in your heart, warning against your methods,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THIRTEEN
My dear child,


Miracles are a funny business.  I wonder how much real good they do.  How many of the thousands fed by Jesus went on, because of that miracle, to be true followers of His?  Miracles have their purpose, but I am not sure that their purpose is to increase our faith, our understanding of God, or our commitment to live for Him.  I think miracles happen because God delights in our delight and He knows how we feel about miracles.


I do not mean to diminish the value of miracles or quench your desire to experience one.  Indeed, I look for and expect miracles daily!  Why wouldn’t I when God’s word tells us He dwells in our midst and that the whole earth is full of His glory.  No, I am not discouraging you from your miracle search, but rather, I want you to appreciate their value.  Their value is not in their faith-strengthening, other things do that.  It is when miracles do not happen that our faith is forced to deepen.  The value of miracles is in how they delight our soul.  After experiencing a miracle something in us wants to applaud.


That said, I think you will find it easier to spot miracles if you discard your preconceptions about what constitutes a miracle for I have found that they happen with great frequency.  Sometimes when a miracle happens we diminish its thrill by calling it a ‘coincidence.’ That is one of Satan’s tricks; he renames something divine so it becomes ordinary.  Ask for eyes to see God’s touch, ears to ear His voice, and understanding to know you are being given a dose of delight by your Heavenly Father who adores you.  Then applaud.

Looking for miracles daily, 
Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FOURTEEN
My dear child,


I cannot give you one spiritual discipline as the key to union with Christ.  Which ones do you practice already?  Do you practice any consistently, as a priority?  Each of the spiritual disciplines – prayer, service, silence, denial, study, meditation, solitude - has its place in our growth process just as the air we breath, the food we eat, and the exercise we participate in each contribute to our physical health.


Perhaps it would help if you saw your spirit life as it really is, namely, as a real, living, but invisible part of your essence.  The health and strength of your spirit is every bit as real as and far more important than that of you physical body.  Do you believe this?  If you do, and I encourage you to seek conviction on this point, you will find yourself becoming more in tune with your spirit’s needs and promptings, just as you are now with your physical hungers and the clamoring of your self life.


That said I believe the one discipline I have found most helpful, that has born most fruit in my own life, is that of silence.  Remove yourself for short periods of time throughout your day from the noise and distraction of your world and place yourself before the throne of grace by faith and listen. This is what I do.  In the morning, usually as I am just waking up, I ask the Lord for pockets of time that day to spend just with Him.  Then I look for them, those times of perhaps just a few minutes when I can disconnect from the world around me and reconnect with my Creator.  It is amazing how important you will find these moments to be, how sustaining, enlightening, nourishing, and delightful.  Try it today, then again tomorrow until a disciplined habit is formed.  You will not be sorry.  For me, silence has become the fountainhead for the effective exercise of all the other disciplines.  Silence has been the birthplace, nursery, and school for every grace God has been pleased with which to bless me.  
Ever dependent on grace, 
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FIFTEEN
My dear child,


How stirred up you become by what you see with your eyes and hear with your ears!  How do I get you to see past the limitations imposed upon you by your human understanding and by your tendency to leave God, His character, and His power out of the equation?  Do you think God is only in control when it looks like He is in control?!  No wonder peace evades you.  Remember our Lords’ words – “This is eternal life (life that is abundant, peace-filled, and satisfying), that they may know You and Your Son whom You sent.”  

How does knowing God produce the kind of life we will experience in Heaven?  What is it that left unknown prevents us from experiencing life as we were meant to experience it?  That is what satan will try to prevent us from knowing.  


Let me encourage you to pursue three areas of knowledge under the guidance of God’s Spirit who dwells in you.  First ask to know God’s character, second His power, and third how He feels about you and all that concerns you.  Once you know just a little about each of these three areas I promise you, you will be less tossed around by your circumstances.  What are circumstances in the face of our all knowing, all loving, all wise, all powerful Creator Who calls us His cherished possession, Who delights in our well being, and Who promises to accomplish all that concerns us?  

Just because it does not look like God is working does not mean He is not working.  Just because something does not look good to you does not mean it is not good or able to accomplish good.  O, to know Him perfectly, how my spirit yearns for that knowing.  To know Him is to trust Him completely, to love Him purely, and to obey Him with delight.  

‘Your will be done on earth as it is in Heaven.’  Do you know why His will is done in heaven?  Because in heaven we see Him face to face.  There we know even as we are known.  There we will never doubt that what He wills is what is best, good and perfect.  Rest dear child, not in your circumstances or the behavior of those around you but in the knowledge of what a great and awesome God we serve.  God can work though circumstance and people but He is never limited by them.  The heart of the king is in His hand and He will rain down bread from above or walk on water if need be to accomplish all that concerns you.  Trust Him, trust His Word, and distrust your ability to understand everything He is up to.
Delighting in Him,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTEEN
My dear child,


You are right; it is no small thing to walk by faith and not by sight.   We are so visually oriented while in this realm.  It is as though our body blinds us to the things of God, the spiritual realm, to things as they are, not as they seem.  How can I help you?


I think to begin with you must understand the complete dependability of God’s Word.  Throughout Scripture mere men, like you and me, lived lives that you and I yearn to live because of their firm belief in the trustworthiness of God’s Word. When Elisha’s servant was asked to feed a 100 fellow prophets with 20 loaves of bread and pointed out to Elisha it was not enough to feed so many, do you think Elisha looked at the number of Prophets or the amount of bread?  NO, he looked to God and listened for what He had to say.  God’s Word carried more weight with Elisha than did the things he could see with his eyes or comprehend with his mind.  God’s Word was, “they shall eat and have some left…And they ate and had some left, according to the word of the Lord.”  (2 Kings 4:43)  


I know you want to know what God is asking of you, what He has for you to do.  You are eager to obey, to show Him how you love Him.  That is good but it is not something I can help you achieve.  You must go to God, not to me.  I cannot give you God’s plan for your life but I can say with confidence that He knows the plans He has for you. Go to Him.  In the morning, throughout your day, and even when you wake in the night seek His presence, listen for His voice.  But, dear child, let me warn you, He is looking for obedience, not spectacular displays of power.  Be as content to do a kindness for your neighbor as you would be to feed a hundred men with twenty loaves of bread.  Obedience is the thing, not heroics.

Listening and growing in my obedience with you,

Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SEVENTEEN
My dear child,


Keep your eye on God’s goal for your life.  His goal is for you to ‘be perfect and complete, lacking nothing.’  Do you find this too hard?  It is not.  Your image of what it means to be perfect and complete, lacking nothing might be unattainable but that is a good thing because I suspect that your image of what God is after has no life-giving quality, but rather is about ‘self’ looking good.  God does not want you to look perfect and sound perfect and act perfect.  He wants you to be perfect even as He is perfect.  What does this mean?  

To begin with you must shift your focus from the outward man to the inward man.  Attend to the ‘Vine’ and the ‘fruit’ will take care of itself.  Pursue only God’s good opinion.  Make your relationship with Him the focus of your thoughts, the source of your works, and the delight of your day.  Take your eyes off yourself and fellowship with God - read His word, pray, rejoice in His creation, and become more and more aware of His presence with and in you.  Ask Him to lead you to and in the work He has for you, ask to be convicted about the sin in your life which is  hindering your fellowship and effectiveness, ask for strength and wisdom to accomplish His work, and ask for the grace you will need to interact with the world in a Kingdom manner.  Please believe me when I tell you the perfection you are seeking is the fruit of fellowship, it is not something you can accomplish apart from Christ no matter how diligently you strive or how sincerely you desire to do so. 

God’s idea of perfection for you may not please this world, those you love, or even your image of what you would like your life to be or how holy you would like to appear.  Those things will matter less and less as you pursue perfect fellowship, for you will find yourself complete in Him, lacking no good thing.  

Pursing until I attain,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER EIGHTEEN
My dear child,


Perhaps the reason you are finding peace so elusive is because you do not have in mind the things of God.  Do not be deceived by your maternal ambition for your children.  Jesus warns us to be on guard against every form of greed and this includes greed for those we hold most dear.  


It is hard to accept I know, but God does not allow for any division of our loyalties.  He knows we cannot serve two masters.  Do not let your vision for your children become your master.  God has a plan for your children and if His plan is different than yours, yours must change.  


I know you believe your plans are good, your dreams for their futures look just right, but only God knows what is best.  And remember, God is about the furtherance of His kingdom, about drawing the unsaved into relationship with Him before they are lost forever, about ministering to those in need.  Is that the focus of your vision for your children?  Beware of worldly ambition.  Worldly ambition does not become sanctified because children are its object.  We live in a world where that is encouraged and applauded, even by our spiritual leaders, but not by our Heavenly Father. God could have provided His only begotten Son, with Whom He was well pleased, and in Whom there was no sin, with everything this world strives after so passionately, but He did not.  Meditate on this.
Forever realigning my goals with His,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER NINETEEN:

My dear child,


Perhaps the reason you are feeling so empty is because you are not feeding some important part of your self.  Do not be deceived into thinking your physical body is the only dimension that needs nourishment.  It is not true.  Your soul and spirit must be fed also and if I was to guess at your particular realm of malnutrition I would say you are starving your senses.  

When was the last time you tasted your food, or felt the air, or heard the symphony nature performs every moment of every day?  Are you seeing the people you are ministering to?  Seeing their faces, looking into their eyes, noticing their body language?  All these things feed your senses and your senses need to be fed.  Go out today and find a place to sit.  Thank God for each of your senses, and as you do so experience that sense.


As I write this I am sitting on a cold river rock, listening to the music of a highland creek, smelling earth with a hint of flower perfume, enjoying buttered walnut bread and tasting every bite.  Our senses are a gift from God, enjoy the gift.

Filling myself with all the good things of God,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWENTY:
My dear child,


There is no question that people, especially those closest to us, can be troublesome.  I too have thought that if it were not for the difficult people in my life, and if the people I was serving would stand up and take notice, I would be able to follow Christ much better.  But then I noticed two things.  First, the people Jesus had to interact with did not prevent Him from walking in perfect obedience and accomplishing the work His Father had for Him to do, and they were a fairly stubborn, obtuse, needy, scraggly group.  And secondly, I realized that the less cooperative the individual was with whom I had to deal, the more completely I tended to walk through that relationship depending on the Lord for every grace needed.  

Annoying people serve a necessary and important purpose in our lives.  They bring out the worse in us, thereby forcing our real self out of hiding so we can see and deal with it.  And, they force us into a moment by moment dependency on God’s indwelling Spirit, which is where we are supposed to be and where we are safest and most effective. 

I enjoy the easy people God sends my way but I need the difficult ones to keep me moving forward on the ‘highway of holiness.’  I suspect you do also.  I used to pray that God would change these people or get them out of my life. Now I ask Him what they are sent to teach me.  Humility, patience, servant heartedness, unconditional love, greater dependence on Him, tongue control, mercy, gratefulness?  Do not forget what God is after in His children – He wants the dross removed, not hidden away where it does untold damage.  Learn to cooperate with God, learn to trust His judgment.
Thanking God for the sinner,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER TWENTY-ONE:

My dear child,


It is a funny thing about the ‘logs’ in our eyes.  We do not see them unless we make a conscious effort to do so or unless someone else points them out to us.  We all have them.  You are aware of your friends’ log and cannot understand how he can be so blind, but be assured someone is thinking the same thing about you.  In fact, the log you notice in another’s eye probably says a lot about the log in your own.


Do not think I am being unsympathetic.  I agree that your friends’ blind spot is particularly annoying and tends to negate any positive work they are doing for the Lord.  However, my sympathy cannot keep me from encouraging you to look for your own logs for the same reason – I do not want your logs to hinder your work for the Lord.

Examine your self with the Word, with the help of God’s indwelling Spirit, and perhaps with the help of a trusted friend.  I have never regretted my own log search nor have I ever come up empty or regretted their removal.  Neither will you. 
Still searching,
Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWENTY TWO:

My dear child,


The Lord has touched your heart and created a hunger to serve Him more completely and so you ask what changes you should make, where you should go to serve.  Might I suggest you begin living out this hunger just where you are?  I do not know why it is, perhaps it is a spirit of deception that Satan keeps handy for newly committed Believers, but so many freshly convicted saints want to go to Africa to serve the Lord!  


If you are not serving God where you are you will probably find it equally, if not more difficult, to serve Him anywhere else.  Pray for leading but do not be surprised if God wants to keep you right where you are.  Even if He is calling you to foreign fields I can assure you He does not want you to wait to start living for Him until you get there.  Start Today.


Le me suggest a few steps that might help you.  Attach yourself to a fellowship of true Believers and be a faithful member.  You tend to be strong in desire but weak in actual service.  I am sorry to say this, but it is true.  You must conquer this weakness.  Ask for God’s help.  He promises to help us in our weaknesses.  

Start each day with a conscious decision to live for God and as He directs.  Avail yourself of the help He provides - read, memorize, and meditate upon His word, and pray.  Do not try to paint the life of faith with Hollywood glamour.  Remember Jesus walked everywhere He went. He did not fly or appear suddenly, though He could have.  He did the ordinary things to which God directed Him.  He did them with God’s supply of grace and for His glory, and consequently, ordinary things became sacramental and holy; bread and wine, mangers and deserts. Learn to do the same; learn to perform every ordinary task in an extraordinary way by maintaining a conscious awareness of God’s presence with you and provision in you.  The true value of much that we do will not be known in this life.  That you can believe.
Thankful for your call,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER TWENTY THREE:

My dear child,


Your problem is one common to many people…you do not like the position you find your self in and you want out, now.  Whether it is a marriage, a job, a physical condition, social circle, financial situation, or any number of less than perfect, (according to our definition of perfect), places we find ourselves in our first thought is to develop an exit strategy. 

You obviously had something better or different in mind for your life.  Your life is not playing out by the script you wrote and you feel cheated, disappointed, and trapped.  I have been there myself.  

I will share a verse from scripture with you that ushered in release for me. You will find it in Philippians 2:8. “{Jesus} being found in human form, humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on the cross.”  Replace Jesus’ name with your own and replace ‘human form’ with your particular disappointment and then choose Jesus’ solution.  Humble your self.  

You think you deserve better?   Do you think Jesus deserved the life God asked Him to live?  He chose to live that life for what it would make available to us. He lived the words He spoke in the Garden of Gethsemane all His life – ‘Not My will, but Thine be done.’   He came to serve, not to be served.  Can we do any less?

I will tell you a secret dear child.  Having found myself in the role of a monk I had to humble myself to accept God’s choice for my life.  I chose to trust His wisdom in leading me to this lifestyle.  I made a conscience decision to trust His character, His love for me, and His ability and right to place me where I could serve Him and others best. Then I humbled my self and learned to obey my God.  Does this seem grim, joyless?  It is not.  It is a life in which true joy, peace, and freedom are found as we relinquish our shortsighted, self-satisfying, enslaving ideas and rights.  Can you receive this?  I hope so.

Longing to be a workman approved,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWENTY FOUR:
My dear child,


We sometimes forget how God delights in variety.  We must learn to resist that something inside us that requires others to fit neatly into the ‘boxes’ we have designed for them; boxes that may or may not be working for us. I love the verse in Ezekiel 47:12 which tells us that God produces all ‘kinds of trees’ with a ‘variety of fruit” though all are nourished by the same Spirit.  Trust God to know what He is doing with the ‘trees’ you don’t particularly care for. Apples are nice but so are peaches.

Living in community with a ‘variety of trees’ producing a ‘variety of fruit’ I have come to appreciate the beauty and the wisdom behind God’s design.  Every tree does not have to appeal to my sense of beauty nor does every fruit necessarily delight my taste, but I have come to appreciate this world’s need for every variety that God allows.  God’s passion is not to assemble spit and shine Believers, His passion is to seek and save His lost sheep and in His wisdom He knows that not all fish are caught with the same bait.


Begin to thank God for the differences that irritate you in those with whom you live and ask Him for the wisdom and grace needed to see the value in what you find so unpleasant. He will enable you; not to disdain your brothers’ and sisters’ differences, but to delight in them, or at least to understand how they might be used for the furtherance of His Kingdom.  Never forget the goal – to seek and to save the lost.  

Learning to appreciate the plantings of the Lord,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWENTY FIVE:

My dear child,


There is something about ‘impossible’ situations that make us doubt God:  His power, His ability, His love, and perhaps most of all His desire to help us in our time of need.  We wonder if God cares about our situation because He does not seem to be showing up.  We know He has worked in miraculous ways in the past and in other people’s lives but we do not believe He will work in our situation; ours is not going to make the grade, He wants us to handle it on our own, to endure what He is allowing.  We want to trust but we do not know what to trust in. A solution? A miracle? That the ‘stone’ we are holding is actually a ‘loaf of bread?’  I would like to tell you exactly what you can, with confidence, pray for in this situation, but I cannot.  Impossible situations are God’s one on one spiritual boot camps in which we come to know Him more personally, more tenderly, and more completely.  The best advice I can give you is to seek His face, listen for His voice.   


It might help you to place yourself in Philip’s shoes when he had thousands of hungry people on his hands and was asked to feed them with a few loaves of bread and a couple of fish. Philip told Jesus it was not enough to go around.  Don’t you think that is funny?  Even if Philip did not understand all Jesus was capable of surely he knew Christ was capable of figuring that out for Himself.  You do not need to tell God how impossible your situation is, nor does He need you to state the obvious, and as difficult as this is to believe, He does not need your ideas about how to fix the problem either.  We like to share our solutions with God but rarely does He use our plan or act on our timetable. God wants us to come to Him so His power can be released into our dilemma, and if there is one thing I have learned it is that God is very creative and loves to solve old problems in new ways.    

So, come humbly before the God of the universe Who is also your devoted Father. Describe your problem clearly (this is for your sake not His) and your weakness (which He already knows) and ask if He will help. Ask if He has any lessons to teach you, and learn them. Ask if He has any work for you to do and do it.  Release the situation into His care.  Resist and idea that you have a right to know what He is doing, how long it will be before He does it, or how He will do what He does.  Simply trust His love for you.  Philip probably had some ideas of his own about how to get the thousands fed, but I doubt if any of his ideas resembled Gods’ solution.  We serve a really big and powerful God.  We forget that sometimes.  Trust God with this situation.  Do not anticipate the outcome, but do expect the outcome to be one in which many are ‘fed.’  Pray, trust, rest.
Bringing you before my God with whom nothing is impossible,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWENTY SIX:

My dear child,


When God awakens our desire to please Him we become eager and excited and miserable and dissatisfied.  We cannot wait to live, and love, and sacrifice for the One to Whom our heart has been drawn and we become aware for the first time just how unruly that heart really is.  The image in which we were created draws us up and our human limitations, which have never seemed all that bad before, draw us down.  

I know the conflict you are experiencing but do not be discouraged, it is a fairly reliable indicator that all is well with your soul, and getting better.  Do not be too frustrated by your inability to be more pleasing to God because I assure you it is your desire to please Him, which pleases Him, not how many hoops you jump through to prove it.   

Pursue love; love for God and love for others. Let what you do for Him flow out of your love for and relationship with Him. It is the only way that works.  We are to love in the same way in which He loves us.  Do you think you can do that apart from Him, would you even know what it looks like? I can tell you from experience, “No,” and “No.”  It is impossible apart from Him, but with Him all things are possible so pray for His love to be poured out in your heart.  

Put off your human love and put on the love of Jesus Christ, and do not expect to be applauded, appreciated, or rewarded for doing so.  Jesus loved us with His Father’s love and was rejected, ridiculed, scorned, and killed.  If you love with God’s love you may not be hung on a cross made of wood but I assure you a little part of your old man will be forced to die every time you love the unlovely, are not rewarded for your love, choose to love when some other act (revenge, self protection, avoidance) seems more deserved, and every time your love is rebuffed or not fully appreciated.  You can see why, as Paul implies, we would rather speak with tongues of angels, exercise prophetic powers, understand all mysteries and knowledge, have faith enough to move mountains , give away all we have, and deliver up our bodies to be burned than to love in the same way that God loves us!  

How have I gotten off on love?  Oh yes, you asked what you could do to better please your Father.  That is it, love well.

Seeking to love for His sake and with His grace,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER TWENTY SEVEN:

My dear child,


May I encourage you to go out and enjoy life today?  Let me be so bold as to say, put your pursuit of God aside.  You are losing Him in the details.  Go outside.  Hear the birds, feel the wind, and smell freshly cut grass.  See the people God puts in your path.  Your heart is shutting down and your mind is being numbed by too much information.  Remember, ‘knowledge puffs up, love builds up.’ Go out and love today.  Love God’s creation, delight yourself in it, and give Him random heart felt praise as you walk along.  Have you ever noticed the bark on the trees around you, the leaves, or how many shades of green are used to clothe these wonderful creations of God’s?  Don’t you think if He went to so much trouble to make our world beautiful and varied He might like a little acknowledgement now and then, a little applause?  


How about the people around you? Aren’t they funny looking?  Yet God has chosen to place His image in each of them.  Let that truth be your first and your pervading thought every time you encounter one of His glorious and beloved children.  Say to your self, “God’s image dwells here;” then serve Him by serving them, love Him by loving them.  

God is all around you, not in books.  Remember, we are to seek His presence continually for He dwells in our midst.  Look for Him in everything.  All things were made by Him and without Him was not anything made that was made.  So, everything reveals something about Him.  Go out and find what you can learn about God by watching the birds He created.  God has preached me many a sermon as I watched His birds, let Him preach you one.


Never forget that your pursuit of God should be refreshing, freeing, and life giving. Beware of getting diverted into stale, lifeless back waters.

Looking for Love in all places,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER TWENTY EIGHT:

My dear child,


There are no ‘accidental’ people in your life and no gratuitous suffering.  All is sent to benefit you, to equip you, to grow you up.  I am firm in this.  I can think of no useful objects that are made that way through a path of ease.  Think of the home that shelters you – the pounding, sawing, hammering.  The food that nourishes you – cold, wind, rain.  The clothes that cover you – cutting, weaving, stitching.  So also with you, before you can be a shelter from the storms of life you must experience the storms of life, before you can nourish the souls of men you must find and feed on the Bread of Life yourself, and before you can offer the righteous robes of Christ to others you must learn what it means to wear them.  


There is no escape from difficult people or difficult circumstances.  There is not supposed to be.  They all have a purpose to serve in your life, a role to play, they help you perform your part more effectively, not less.  Do not resist the irritants, embrace them.  Does this seem like pie in the sky advice?  It is not.  It is the hard work of faith that bears the fruit of forward, upward growth.  It is acknowledging and bowing to the sovereignty of God with more than lip service.  It is imitating, Christ’s model; a model of humility, trust, and obedience, even to the point of death.  

Death is painful but it is also freeing.  Die to your ideas of fairness, of what you have a right to expect.  Die to what you want to say and do, to what you think God should or should not be doing.  Receive life as it comes and ask your Heavenly Father to show you what He has for you to learn, what He has for you to do. Do a little more pondering of things in your heart and little less pontificating.

 Believe in the goodness of God inherent in everything He allows to enter into your life.  Everything.  Your own failing, health issues, money issues, people issues, and circumstances you do not like and those you do.  See everything flowing from His heart of love.  Everything carries the seed of blessing.  Some seeds bear fruit more quickly than others but all bear fruit. Have enough faith to thank God for what you do not like or understand and for those seeds which are so slow to produce their bounty you are tempted to doubt they are seeds at all. 

Feeling your pain but knowing fruit is being born,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER 29:
My dear child,


Make room for the Holy Spirit.  You complain because you do not sense His leading or feel His touch.  Will you be offended if I tell you that you provide Him no opportunity to do so?  You already have a plan.  You are already moving before He has a chance to direct your steps.  


Do not expect Him to run after you in order to get your attention and, if successful (which is doubtful), to redirect you in the way He wants you to go.  Have you ever tried to change directions going 70 M.P.H.?  You know the result - a tailspin and probably a crash.  That is not the Spirit preference in dealing with us, but sometimes He does not have a choice. Sometimes a crash is the best thing that can happen to us.

Inspiration rarely comes in the time slot we allot for it.  Have you ever reflected on the multitude of references in God’s Holy Word to waiting patiently for the Lord to speak, to instruct, and to act?  We have forgotten what an essential part of our walk waiting and listening are.  We have exchanged these disciplines for busyness, activity, and a multitude of words. 

Let me say with all boldness that those who make the greatest difference, who best fulfill the role for which they were created, and who have a real experience of the peace, rest, and freedom that is ours in Christ are those who faithfully and consistently place themselves before the throne of grace to listen, even at the expense of some ‘good’ work.  Do not be deceived, if Satan cannot tempt us to sin his next best option is to distract us with ‘good’ work in order to keep us from the greater work that God would have us do.  We cannot figure out the work God has for us to do apart from His revelation and that revelation comes through time spent with Him in His word, praying and listening. This is no easy discipline.  Start today.

Loving the heart within you that longs to please your Lord,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THIRTY:
My dear child,


Do not be too hard on yourself.  Greed, envy, and discontent are funny things.  We can understand why a thirsty man wants a drink of water or a hungry man wants a bite of food but can we explain why a woman with a closet full of clothes goes shopping when she sees a friend in a snappy new outfit?  Can you explain why Eve could eat from every tree in the Garden except for one and that was the one she chose to hang around?  


Be aware, be warned, there is a genetic flaw in all of us that is content with what we have until we see something we do not or cannot have or until someone else acquires the latest gadget.  God warns us to be on guard against this tendency because it is a thief; it wastes our time and robs us of our enjoyment in what we have been blessed with.


I encourage you to find the root of your discontent and then steer clear of the ‘tree’ that is feeding it.  Instead, make a practice of being thankful.  It is amazing how much we have for which we have never thanked God.  Thankfulness blunts the edge of discontent. Indeed, you will wonder that you ever wanted more when you become aware of how much you have already.

Thankful for your honesty,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THIRTY ONE:

My dear child,


Do you think God is glorified only in the wise, the strong, the beautiful, the powerful, and the healthy?  Look around you.  The mighty oak brings Him glory but so does the tiny sapling just pushing through the soil.  The great theological orators of our day bring him glory, but so does the sound of a child saying grace.  Everything and everyone has the potential to glorify God.  


I know you feel useless and mistakenly believe you are a burden to those you love.  Nonsense.  You underestimate God.  I am praying that God will set aside your vision of what a life well lived looks like and replace it with a better, purer, less flesh-infected vision.  Begin today, this moment, to look for how God is redeeming your illness for His glory and for the benefit of those around you.  Set aside your preconceptions and let Him show you how valuable, how indispensable, your illness is to the health of His kingdom.
Rejoicing in the blessing of your life until you are able to do the same,

Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer  
LETTER THRITY-TWO

My dear child,


Tediousness has its own role to play in our lives.  Remember when you were young and would complain to your Momma at the end of Summer Vacation about how bored you were?  Your Momma would say it was good to be bored because it made you excited about starting school again.  


That is good teaching and a pattern I have seen repeated in my adult life.  When my life seems exasperatingly mundane and routine it is usually not too long thereafter that ‘school’ begins, some employment of my time that though more challenging is also more enjoyable because I have had a good long taste of easy but uninspiring.


Do not despair, do your wok well today, no matter how dull and routine it seems, for I promise you ‘school’ will start again.

Having learned to appreciate dull, I am,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER THIRTY-THREE

My dear child,


I am sorry you are feeling taken for granted.  You do so many things for so many people. I wonder why it is that you do not feel appreciated? Is it because the people you serve are ungrateful or could it be because of the spirit in which you serve?  


Remember the words of our Savior, ‘They will know you are my disciples by the love you have for one another.’ He does not say we are known as His disciples because we get so much done and serve so many people.  Our service must be the fruit of our love; it must never take the place of love.  Perhaps that is what has happened to you, you are serving well but not loving well.  Try to love more this week, even if it means accomplishing less.  Keep love as your goal and perhaps you will not be so aware of who is and who is not appreciative.
Seeking to love those I serve, and it is not always easy,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

 LETTER THIRTY FOUR

My dear child,


I understand that you are finding it increasingly difficult to bear your trial with patience and a Christ-like character; you fear you are losing your grip. View this as a hopeful sign and be determinedly steadfast in obeying every movement of God’s Spirit in you; every Word He brings to mind.  The battle always seems fiercest just before the victory. Was this not true in Christ’ own life?  It was in the Garden that Christ seemed to struggle most with God’s will for His life? In the Garden, just before His betrayal, death, and (ALLELUIA) resurrection.  But He, like I hope can be said of you, dug in and fought on.  Let your will, your desires, and even your thoughts die.  Let them die and be reborn out of His pure Spirit that dwells in you.   

Think of this as the enemy’s last hurrah in his attempt to make you doubt God’s interest in your pain, His desire for your good, and His ability to accomplish His will in your life.  All these things tempt you to take matters into your own hands.  Satan is giving it his all because your faithfulness is defeating his agenda, and his agenda is to disgrace the Name of our God.  Oh how he would love to see you stumble now when you have fought bravely and well for so long!  See your dilemma as the spiritual struggle it really is and gird yourself to stay strong until the end.  Grit your teeth; it is time to believe more firmly, to shut out every thought that is unworthy and untrue of our God, our Savior, and our Deliverer.  Shake your fist at the enemy, not just figuratively, but actually.  I have done it many times and you will be surprised how good it makes you feel.  Shake your fist and say with conviction, ‘I am God’s dearly loved child, and though He slay me I will trust Him with all my heart and sing His praises though I weep.  You may appear to be winning now but your time is coming to an end.”  You, dear child, have the power and the resources of the Lord on your side. You are going to make it. Take courage.   
On my knees in prayer for you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER THIRTY FIVE

My dear child,


I do not think God sanctions the institutions of marriage and family in order to make us happy but rather to bless us, and that is a much different and far better thing.  We are happy when all our dreams come true, but we are blessed when we learn to be content in whatever circumstance we find ourselves. We are happy when we are being served, but we are blessed when the joy of our heart is to please others for God’s sake.  We are happy when everyone does as we say and acts as we think they should, we are blessed when we learn to overlook shortcomings they cannot seem to help and seek their highest good even at the expense of our own. In short, we are happy when this world is performing for us, but we are blessed when our heart is set on pleasing God, when we live for Him and His purposes instead of our own.   


Our families are great sanctifiers; they force off our religious masks and help us discover what we really believe about God, and then what is really true.  Their imperfections bring our own into sharper focus.  Every rub unearths an aspect of our flesh that must be dealt with if we are going to walk in a manner worthy of the calling to which we have been called. Our families are our teachers, our purifiers, our chariots to the life we were designed to live.  In short, they are blessings, not happiness factories.  

Important relationships bring you face to face with other people’s incompleteness.  Then you must decide whether you are going to be God’s instrument for good or whether you are going to please yourself.  Your flesh will pull you in one direction and the Spirit in another. Imperfect relationships, (And those are the only kind I have ever known), force you to unearth the real occupant of your heart’s throne; you will have to decide whether to obey God or your own self-focused, self-protective interests.  This is tough medicine I know. Making the decision to relinquish your rights, to live for another’s benefit, and to do God’s will instead of your own is the death Jesus calls us to daily if we are to follow Him.


The best advice I can give you right now is to focus on loving those God has chosen for you to live with instead of improving them.  The result might surprise you.
Advice we all need God’s help to obey,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER THRITY SIX

My dear child,


There are stages of faith, or perhaps deepenings is a better term, though neither really communicates my meaning.  Perhaps an illustration will work better. 

Let us take you for example.  You sense, but are not sure, that God is leading you to move on into a new venture.  You are being asked to leave what you are familiar with, to step away from the solid ground beneath your feet, and from those who have been your daily counselors.  You are perplexed by your fears because your heart is so set on pleasing God, what does it matter where He leads?  I do not think your problem has to do with what you are being asked to do but rather if it is God doing the asking.  It is so hard to know sometimes isn’t it?  Those of us whose hearts are set on pleasing God would gladly walk into the lion’s den if God would only write it down in black and white, following the Spirit’s leading is a little more scary. He instructs us in our inner man and that is a far less exact and certain communication.  We prefer the sheet of paper.

It has been said that faith in Christ requires a leap of faith; I think it requires lots of leaps of faith and lots of baby steps in between.  You have felt this call, you have consulted your advisers, you have prayed about the decision, scripture supports you….I would say it is time to leap.  You will be leaving behind an imperfect flesh and blood advisor and will begin reporting to One whom you cannot see or touch but Who is always present, ever directing, perfectly wise, and dependably faithful in equipping you with what you need in the fullness of time.  We still want the flesh and blood one don’t we?  

I believe you are ready and I think you are wise to be afraid.  Only a fool thinks the life of faith is an easy road.  The right kind of fear makes us careful, attentive, and humble. The wrong kind immobilizes us. 

Joshua was in a position similar to yours when the leadership and responsibility for the people of God passed from Moses to him.  He had to leave Moses behind before he was able to enter the Promised Land and I expect that is true for all of us.  When Moses died and Joshua moved from obedient servant to the one everyone was looking to for direction, God told this mighty warrior and intrepid servant to ‘be strong and courageous’ three times, one right after the other.  God knows it takes one kind of faith and courage to follow God through a humble leader like Moses, but a far greater courage to follow God himself. 

I expect you will answer God’s call, and when you do, you will find yourself in a different kind of relationship with God than you had before.  It will be more intimate, more desperate, more satisfying, and more real.  You will learn that the promises of God are trustworthy because sometimes they are all you have to keep you going.  You will learn not to confuse God with Pharaoh who required bricks but did not supply the straw with which to make them.  You will no longer be among the throngs of believers who know all about God, you will be one of the few who know Him. 
Praying for the courage every act of faithful obedience demands,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THIRTY-SEVEN

My dear child,


I know you are in an earnest hurry to be sanctified through and through, but your desire runs ahead of your ability, and indeed of God’s allowance.  Are you surprised at my saying this?  Shouldn’t I be encouraging your fervor like a jockey with his whip encourages his mighty stead?  Perhaps I would have years ago when I was young in age and young in faith, but not now.  Do you know why?  Because I found that spiritual intensity tended to quench rather than nourish my spirit life.  I became so intent on getting it right, doing it right, saying it right, that Christ got inched right out of my program.  I was earnest, but about the wrong thing.  I thought Christ would be pleased if I ‘got it right.’  That was not what He was after. 

Jesus wants our quiet, restful love of Himself and others for His sake.  When love becomes our focus we will probably become less efficient, less organized, less productive, less busy, and less ‘right,’ but a lot more free and joy filled. We may not produce as much but what we do produce will be fruit; not hay, wood, and stubble.

So what do I advise?  I advise you to keep in step with the Spirit.  Running ahead is no less disobedient than lagging behind. Focus on living with God, not for Him. Pursue fellowship as the source of your sanctification, not the fruit. There is one voice to which our ear is to be attuned, one Master we are to obey, and one Source of all our actions.  It is a simple and freeing life.  It is the dross of self effort and world pleasing that complicates the program.  Do the work that comes your way, pray about new opportunities for service before you take them on, fill your thoughts with His Word, remind yourself throughout your day that you are with Him and He is with you, be thankful, love well, be attentive to what you are doing, and do not worry so much about how you are doing or what you are accomplishing.  Those who abide with God are full of peace, rest, and joy, not anxiety, hurry, and frustration.  The focus is God, not you.
Learning to rest in His love right along with you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THIRTY EIGHT
My dear child,


Our training blinds us.  We do not believe this.  We think life experience and education illuminate our understanding.  They do not necessarily do so; oftentimes they obstruct our ability to see things as they are. Experience and education have the potential to cloud our vision with what we have been taught is so, not what actually is so.  

Try to see things for the first time; indeed, try to see what you are seeing.  Presume to know nothing.  It is difficult to grow more Christ like when you are saddled with presumptions learned by way of experience or through your reading.  Presumption is the root of prejudice, blindness, and an all around inability to be nourished by the life you are living.


Shall I give you an example?  As a child I understood by what was said and what was left unsaid that Aunt Mary (God rest her soul) was odd.  We were not unkind to her, we were too polished for that, we just were not inviting.  When my school mates talked about their family skeletons I would always trot out our Aunt Mary.  

Years later, between my education and just before I entered my religious vocation, Aunt Mary rang me up.  She had heard about my calling and asked if I would have lunch with her or a cup of tea if lunch was not convenient.  I assumed God was giving me an opportunity to share my faith with poor pitiful Aunt Mary so I assented.  It had been years since I had seen Aunt Mary, perhaps as many as fifteen, but when I saw her, my first thought was, ‘Aunt Mary is still odd.’

  I had chosen a restaurant where I was unlikely to see anyone I knew.  She was waiting for me in the vestibule.  When she saw me she smiled in a way that told me she knew the reputation she had within her own family but that she had risked this encounter with me nonetheless in hopes that I might be different.  I hope I never disappointed that hope in her.

Aunt Mary was not odd, she was godly.  Someone once told me that one of the hardest things to accept in our Christianity is our uniqueness.  Aunt Mary had accepted hers.  Her oddness came from her refusal to be blinded by what she had been taught was acceptable and unacceptable, thereby setting herself free to do as she was led. She ignored the wisdom that explained what was worthy of our service and what was not, and served all who God brought into her life. She refused the teaching she had received that explained which life style had value and which did not and chose a lifestyle that was not valued in this world but is highly prized in the next.  

Aunt Mary lived more free from the ties of family, societal norms, and country than anyone I have ever met (except perhaps for Jesus).  She radiated love and life.  How sad if I had allowed presumption or my training to keep me from seeing her as she really was in all her beauty and uniqueness.  Her willingness to be thought odd freed me from my own attachments, images, and idols, many of which I was unaware of until I had that lunch with her.

Today, observe.  See what you are seeing, think about what you are thinking about, and examine what you assume you believe.  Just for today live fresh, live free of this world’s yoke, and enter into the freedom that is ours in Christ. You too may be thought odd but I doubt that you will care.
Still learning to unlearn,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER THIRTY NINE
My dear child,


You want to know my thoughts on rest?  I will tell you briefly what I have learned and then I want you to bring my findings before the Lord and ask Him to elaborate on them, to make them real and understandable to you.  I say this because rest is one of those concepts that we must unlearn before we can learn it properly. Our human conditioning thinks of rest as a mater of sitting down and doing nothing for some period of time.  This image blocks our ability to understand the truth.  We think we know what ‘rest’ is so we pursue our idea of rest instead of allowing the Spirit of Truth to educate us. Rest is a gift from God, just like peace, and joy and every other good gift. Go to the Father and acknowledge that He is the only source of true rest and ask Him to help you discard your misconceptions and preconceptions. His will for you and your desire are in alignment. God wants you to enter into the rest that permeates every aspect of your being – physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual - just as it permeated His Son’s and our Savior’s.  

God’s rest is unaffected by the daily events of life.  Can you imagine such a thing? We think rest is dependent upon God fixing the ‘wind’ that is disturbing our surface. It is not. There is no vacation from the cares of this world, but if you will learn to dwell more consistently in the atmosphere of God’s presence, provision, light, and love the events that used to cause you so much worry and care will be transformed into opportunities to show forth the love and character of the God Who has become your greater Reality.  It has just occurred to me that the real value in pursing circumstantial rest is in the frustration you are sure to experience, the frustration that will hopefully lead you to seek a deeper, more satisfying, and consistent rest that can only be found in God who never changes and always satisfies. 
Ask God to show you the way.  You will not learn it all at once, it is not a place to which you arrive, it is a fruit of the Spirit and every fruit begins with a seed which must be given time to grow and mature.  Pursue God, not rest; that is the surest way to what you are seeking.  
Seeking to live a life of rest,

Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FORTY
My dear child,


What makes you think your present difficulties are caused by sin?  Perhaps it is your obedience to God’s will that is the source of your trouble.  Does that possibility surprise you?  If so it is because you have subconsciously bought into the false gospel that holiness removes trouble.  This gospel implies that if life is not going well it is because of unrecognized or unconfessed sin or because you do not believe something you should believe. I am not saying those things are never the source of trouble, just that they are not always the source.  

I do not have a thorough knowledge of your situation but do have a fairly good understanding of your character and thus, do not believe that sin is the root of your trouble.  I believe obedience is.  I believe your trouble is rooted in your refusal to put your self first, to insist on your own way, to be benefited at another’s expense.   I believe it is a direct result of your choice to obey the law of love and to trust in God’s leading even when you cannot see it or understand what He is doing.  You have chosen to be guided by love instead of by your human desire to be thought well of, to be right.  As is often the case, and as you are finding out for yourself, following God can lead to misunderstandings with man. It was the experience of Jesus and it will be our experience also.

Pick up God’s Word and start to read with a look out for the trouble God’s children often find themselves in because of their obedience.  I think you will be encouraged in your present plight.

Believing in you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FORTY ONE
My dear child,


You say you want to ‘keep the Lord ever before you’ but do not know what He looks like.  To what are you to attach your attention? Might I suggest that it is not His physical appearance that you should try to keep in your mind’s and heart’s eye but His character and essence?  We are commanded to ‘set Him before us’ to ‘fix our eye on Him’ but we err if we think the physical make-up of a person constitutes their being. 

You know this is true.  If you want to follow, imitate a human leader it is not his physical appearance you fix on but his thoughts, ideas, passions, and beliefs.  Gandhi’s followers embrace non –violent resistance, not emaciation and diapers.  So too with those who seek to follow Christ, it is not the physical appearance that is important but His character we are to fix upon.  

Try this little exercise.  As you read the Word ask the Spirit to bring one character trait into focus for you.  Then, keep that aspect of our Lord at the forefront of your thoughts all throughout your day.  Do not try to imitate it, just meditate upon it.  As you gaze with your heart upon the likeness of Christ you will be transformed from one degree of glory to another.  It is His work to transform, yours to keep His goodness, kindness, restfulness, faithfulness, power, love, presence, etc. etc. etc., in the forefront of your thinking.  


If you think about Him as He reveals himself to be in His Word you will become like Him for, ‘as a man thinks so is he.’  Remember it is not His physical appearance you are trying to imitate, or even his actions, it is His character. Fix on His character.

Setting the ideal ever before me,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FORTY TWO
My dear child,


Early on in the gospel of Mark we hear the Father say to Jesus, “You are My Son, whom I love; with You I am well pleased."  If we did not have the benefit of perspective we would probably have written a very different script for the life of God’s beloved, pleasing Son.  Surely the next scene would be one in which God pours out those treasures this world values so highly:  wealth, possessions, and power.  Instead, God’s Spirit drives this beloved Son into the wilderness. 

 The wilderness can be a literal place but it can also be an experiential place, as I believe you are finding out for yourself.   The wilderness is a state of solitary aloneness in which you feel exposed to the dangers of this world and in which you come to terms with the deep hungers of your soul.  It is not a place you go to willingly.  It is a place you are ‘driven’ to by something or someone outside your control.  I do not know why, but it seems to be one of God’s favorite tools of preparation, and it is very effective.  In order not to be destroyed by the enemies without or the hungers within we must study Jesus’ example and meditate upon the pattern He set for us.  


Notice that Jesus did not resist or question the Spirit’s leading.  He humbled Himself to be where God had chosen to place Him for as long as God chose to place Him there.  He was ‘present’ to the place He was in.  His focus in the desert and throughout His earthly ministry was never on His pain or lack of comfort but always on the will of His Father and His obedience thereto.  Satan and your own weakness will tempt you to flee the place to which God has brought you. ‘Surely God would not be so cruel to a child He loves so much,’ the serpent whispers.  God’s love is always pursuing our wholeness, our restoration to the image in which we were created, and this can be a painful process.  The end is worth the means.  I have never regretted what I have learned to relinquish in the desert.


You must also come to terms with the truth that desert refining does not happen over night. Jesus, who was without sin, was in the desert for forty days and forty nights. We all want to learn our lessons quickly, to be blessed with the fruits of the Spirit full grown instead of going through the painful process of maturity, but God does not give us that option, there are things we learn over time that cannot be learned any other way.  Moses was in his wilderness 40 years. 


The desert is not an easy place to be.  It is a time where our motives are exposed, our false gods are toppled, and we learn who and what to trust in.  It is a time in which our relationship with God is deepened as we learn how desperately we need Him, how vulnerable we are without Him, and how to seek, listen, and learn from Him. It is a place for fine tuning our vision and of gaining a clearer picture of the work God has for us to do.  This process is wrought with danger and if it were not for God’s ‘ministering angels’ we would be destroyed by the ‘wild beasts.’  The ‘angels’ are those people, words, or things that minister truth, encouragement, and refreshment. Be looking for them. The wild beasts are those things which seek to destroy you – despair, fatigue, or fear.  Denounce them with the Word of Truth. You will be tempted to think that your days or years in the wilderness are wasted and even that your days of usefulness are over, but in reality days spent in the wilderness are days of intense, hidden preparation so that, as with Jesus, your real work can begin.


 Jesus’ time in the desert did come to an end, as will yours, but notice that all through out His incredible life, whenever He needed refreshment, strengthening, or direction it was to the wilderness He returned. “Rising very early in the morning, while it was still dark (no vision), He departed and went out to a desolate place, and there He prayed.” (Mark 1:35)

Asking God to be generous in His supply of ministering angels,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FORTY THREE
My dear child,


Your are right and wise to be troubled by Jesus’ words concerning those who are rich and how difficult it is for them to enter the Kingdom of God, because you are rich in all that this world considers valuable – health, position, possessions, and people.   However, your focus is on the wrong end of the proverbial stick. It is not wealth in and of itself that is inherently evil or anti–holy, for if that was true then God Himself could not enter His own Kingdom for the earth is His and all that is in it, the heavens also.  You are a mere pauper compared to Him.  


So what is the right way to look at this problem of riches?  It is not wealth that keeps a man out of the Kingdom of Heaven but his tendency to find his security in what his wealth provides, to serve the means to wealth instead of serving God.  It is hard for the wealthy to enter the Kingdom of God because they are perfectly content with the kingdom in which they are living. They do not enter because they are not seeking.   

The Kingdom of God is that realm in which God is preeminent.  The daily living that looks to Him to supply our needs, to learn what is expected, and to be the relationship we value most.  It is hard for an independent, self-sufficient, materially satisfied individual to enter this realm.  Rich men tend to be like the monkey who holds on to the peanut in the jar despite the fact that there is a banana tree inches away.  We all have peanuts that need to be let go of, the rich man just has a few more in his jar.  Do you know the secret to letting go?  Fixing on the banana tree instead of on the peanut.  Get to know the One Who is asking you to let go.  

It is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the Kingdom of Heaven.  Not because riches are evil but because they are distracting, and deluding. 

Pursuing a rich relationship with my Savior,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FORTY FOUR
My dear child,


You are on the tipping edge of learning a deep truth about authentic service, the kind of service that Jesus performed.  I am in the process of learning it myself.


As we have discussed before, every strength with which we are blessed has an opposite weakness to which we must be on guard.  You are blessed with traits that the world applauds and usually rewards.  You have great self-discipline, you are efficient, effective, and incredibly productive with your twenty four daily hours.  I dare say that no one out serves you in any of the many realms in which you operate.  However, and let me say this gently, are you meeting or even aware of the needs of those around you throughout your well-planned day?  


I know you have been prepared for this truth by the over-riding discontent I detect in your most recent letters.  Your ‘service’ is depleting you; no one is co-operating, or noticing, or (sadly) appreciating all your exhausting labor.  Why is that do you suppose?  Perhaps you are clothing people who are hungry or feeding people who need clothes.


There was flexibility, a softness about Jesus’ days that tends to be missing from mine and I suspect from yours also.  He was open to the nudge and whisper of His Heavenly Father no matter what He was doing or where He was headed.  Jesus never lost sight of His mission - leading people out of the kingdom of darkness and into the Kingdom of Light.  His activity was only a tool for accomplishing this purpose and He seemed peacefully unconcerned about which ‘tool’ He was handed or if one ‘tool’ was exchanged for another.  I look at interruptions as the enemy; He saw them as divine appointments. 

 You and I tend to focus on tasks and lists and their completion.  We have lost sight of the proper goal, namely, the present needs of those around us. We see those needs as inconvenient interruptions to the efficient accomplishment of our agendas.  Paul reminds us in First Timothy that our primary job is to love.  If our service is not motivated and characterized by love we need to stop and allow God’s Spirit to purify our ambition.  I have a feeling that when our service is for God it will be a very light and delightful thing.  
Refocusing along with you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FORTY FIVE
My dear child,


I just saw a fish caught up in a wave and crash down onto the sand.  That happens sometimes.  We play near a dangerous edge and before we know it we are caught up in something bigger and more powerful than we are and we get hurt.


I suspect that is what has happened to you.  Now you must decide whether to lay on the beach and die or struggle back to the place of health, life, and safety that I know is waiting to welcome you.  I would pick you up and toss you back myself if I could, but I cannot, no one can, so do not wait around.


That fish will have some life long scars and so will you, but I have found scars to be very useful reminders.  They keep us from playing near the edge again (if we are wise), they encourage true humility, and they can be great teachers in helping others stay away from dangerous edges.  They also hurt.  I know that and I am sorry.

Hoping you will return to the welcoming arms of your Heavenly Father,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FORTY SIX
My dear child,


Yes, we are our brother’s keepers, it is not a choice.  Our actions and inactions affect the entire body of Believers, either for good or for bad. This places a great deal of responsibility on us doesn’t it?

 Le t me state my position clearly, I believe that the daily, moment by moment quality of my relationship with the Lord has direct, actual, and tangible impact on the spiritual and eternal welfare of every single one of my brothers and sisters in Christ around the world and for all of time.  I think God’s Word is clear about this.  Scripture says we are one body with Christ as the Head and if one part suffers we all suffer.  We have a family responsibility to maintain our ‘part’ as fitly as the Spirit of God enables us to. Our brothers and sisters in Christ will benefit by the choices we make, the prayers we pray, the discipline we undertake, and the truth we live.

This is one of those beliefs that at first seems burdensome, but after reflection brings great joy.  Do you know why?  Because we want to help our brother and sisters who are in need but usually cannot because of means, distance, or talents.  Now all obstacles are removed for in the Spirit and by the Spirit we are able to help by living as we were designed to live, in obedient fellowship with our Heavenly Father and Creator.  It makes the hurdles we face more worth jumping because we are overcoming them for something greater than ourselves.  When we are tempted to ignore our relationship with God, or be haphazard in our call to holiness, we can and must say, “My obedience makes a difference to the welfare of God’s kingdom here on earth.”  


What if you knew to a certainty that your daily obedience insured food for a hungry child, safety from harm for the physically vulnerable, protection in worship for believers in hostile lands, or the effective stop in someone’s soul that leads them out of danger and sin?  Never forget that the enemies of Christ and of His church, of which we are members, are spiritual enemies and must be fought with spiritual weapons; the strongest of which are truth, obedience, and love. Every time you choose to do what is right instead of convenient, every time you put God’s will ahead of your own desire, and every time you walk in the light of God’s Word instead of leaning on your own understanding you have strengthened the cause of Christ and helped tip the balance in some Divine/spiritual battle. Even now as I write my spirit yearns for deeper consecration so that others somewhere, somehow, in God’s divine economy will be blessed.

Excuse my fervor but the more deeply I meditate on this truth the truer and more grand it becomes.  Thank you for asking the question.
Seeking to be holy for the benefit of all believers,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FORTY SEVEN
My dear child,


Let me urge you to keep in step with the Spirit.  Your frustration comes from running ahead; doing work He has neither called you to nor equipped you for.  Your discontent comes from lagging behind and ignoring His call.

In my mind’s eye I see the Spirit leading in a straight line and on a level path while you zig and zag back and forth.  Life in the Spirit has an ordered calmness that seems to be missing in your walk.  Do you sense it?  I am not berating you; I am trying to guide you back into a place of freedom and restfulness.  Close your ears and eyes to the images you hold in your mind of what the spirit filled life looks like and let the Spirit speak truth to you.  There is a lot of rushing about, a lot of volume, in the religious life today.  Search the scriptures to see if there is a precedent for such behavior.   I suspect all this activity betrays a lack of faith in the reality of God and a lack of trust in His ability to accomplish through us what He asks of us. 

Step back, be still, listen, and start again.  But this time let the Spirit be your guide, not your enthusiasm, not the need, and not the voice of another.  Do not despair.  You are in God’s school and He is very patient with His students.

Learning right long with you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FORTY EIGHT
My dear child,


It seems to me that your ‘burden’ is the very thing keeping you close to God’s side and diligently seeking His direction.  I cannot think of a safer place for you to be.  Our human instinct is to flee pain; physical, emotional, and spiritual, but pain has an irreplaceable role in our growth.  Pain focuses our attention.  It requires us to test our beliefs to see if they are true and trustworthy.  Pain unmasks idols and images we have hidden in our hearts or cloaked in clever disguises. 

We tend to get confused about what God is after in the lives of those He loves.  There is so much emphasis on independence, worldly advancement, and accumulation in our age that we cannot help but transfer that to our spirit life. The only things God wants us independent of are temporal pleasures and the unsanctified needs of our flesh.  He is faithful to keep us insufficient in ourselves so we can find our true sufficiency in Him who delights to be our portion forever and in whom all fullness dwells.


So, instead of giving you insight about how to remove or conquer your burden, my advice is to thank God every time you are confronted with it, every time you are forced to go to God for the provision He makes unfailingly available.  The pathway of holiness is not for the fainthearted, thin skinned, selfish, or pampered.  It is for the warriors, the noble, and the lovers of God not the lovers of self. “If any man will come after me let him take up his cross,’ take up that which is causing your ‘self’ life pain and death.  Embrace it; do not flee from it, ignore it, or blame it on someone else.  The cross is the doorway to freedom.  I promise.
Rejoicing in my needs,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FORTY NINE
My dear child,


Just as a child unconsciously imitates their parents’ mannerisms so too do they tend to imitate the way they live out their faith.  I encourage you to resist this tendency, to become aware of this unconscious vulnerability.  Fold your napkin three times when you finish your meal but let your love be patient, kind, long-suffering, and unconditional.  Imitate God in matters of the heart, not your earthly father.

In order to do this you must know your Heavenly Father as well as you know your earthly.  You know your earthly father because of the time you have spent with him and the conversations you have had with him.  God is no different.  Spend time with your Heavenly Father every day and all through out the day.  When you sense your thoughts, words, or deeds are not being performed with God as the audience draw your self back into His presence. This practice may start as a discipline but I assure you it will become a beloved habit and your transformation will be the result.


Think of reading His Word, prayer, meditation, and quiet listening as getting to know a real person - their likes and dislikes, their character, their abilities, how they feel about you, and what they expect of you.  I think you will find this exercise very satisfying and more importantly, transforming.  It is our nature to be molded by our environment.  Let the presence of God become your environment.   Spend time with Him and thus become like Him.
Trying to practice what I preach,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FIFTY
My dear child,


I understand your hesitancy in praying for God’s blessing on your life.  It seems so self-serving doesn’t it?  I think that is because we do not understand the nature of blessing.  Do you think God’s blessing comes cloaked as power, position or possessions?  It does not.  Those are the enemy’s toys, temptations, and distractions, the enemy’s clever counterfeits.


In one of Christ’s conversations with His disciples He said, “Blessed are your eyes for they see and your ears for they hear.”  Do you know what He is trying to teach us about the true nature of blessedness?  That to be blessed means to function according to design.  Eyes are designed to see, ears are designed to hear. They are ‘blessed’ when they do so.

As God’s dearly loved children we are designed to walk in newness of life, detached from this world’s counterfeit promises of pleasure and rooted in the Source of all fulfillment and satisfaction. We are created in His image and are designed to be holy even as He is holy, which means spiritually mature and complete, full of light and truth.  We are designed to bear fruit in every good work by doing what He has for us to do with the means He makes available for our use.  We are designed to imitate Christ and reflect God’s glory so all who see us will praise our Father who is in heaven.  When we pray for God to bless us we are asking to be transformed into our divine design, a design that is characterized by love, generosity, and selflessness.   


O dear child, when I think upon all that is involved in and possible with God’s blessing on our life I want to pray no other prayer but to be blessed by God, I want to imitate the prayer of the Israelites – “Bless me and bless the land that You have given me.” By doing so we are asking for what any loving Father would desire for his child, namely, that they would know that for which they were created, be thoroughly equipped to do it, and do it in a manner that brings honor to their family’s name.

Boldly and humbly praying for blessing,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER FIFTY ONE
My dear child,


I do not know why it is, but so many who are passionate about their pursuit of God walk around with hang dog expressions.  Beware of this tendency.  Pursuit of God, if it is genuine, should result in being so full of all the good gifts of God that we cannot help but reflect their presence in our countenance and share them with the world in which we live.  They flow out of us as naturally as water welling up out of a spring.


 God is a Giver and all His gifts are good and are meant to be shared.  Indeed, if they are not shared it diminishes our own joy and we will eventually lose that which we have tried to hold on to.  But I do not even know why I write that, because I cannot imagine even wanting to hoard God’s gifts, for our pleasure in them increases as we share them with others.  

God loves to reward all who live to please Him, who have Him as the focus and filter of their lives.  The reward may be inward instead of outward but that is because God knows which is the more valuable, the more beneficial for all.  We know it too.  If given the choice between possessions, power, and physical beauty or contentment, spiritual fullness, love for others, joy about life, and peace of mind surely we would all choose the later.  God designed us for inward richness.  Adam and Eve chose the apple over the relationship; pray not to be equally deceived.  


So what is this rambling letter all about?  It is my stumbling attempt to tell you that a life lived for and before God is not the sad affair some make it out to be.  It is the best life of all and true Disciples of Christ unconsciously and consistently bear a harvest of joy, contentment, and love.  Their lives draw others to Christ because it is clear to the watching world that they have found the pearl of great price to which no amount of worldly riches can compare.

Seeking and rejoicing in deeper, truer, and uninterrupted discipleship,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER FIFTY TWO
My dear child,


We are often asked to love people close to us that it is humanly impossible to love.  It may be parents, siblings, spouses, a neighbor, co-workers, or even our own self.  Whoever it is it will be someone we cannot marginalize, ignore, or disconnect from emotionally.  We are confronted with the choice of loving with God’s supply of love or disobeying His command altogether. Our resources are inadequate and so we must daily, hourly, sometimes moment by moment look to, lean on, and receive from God the supply He gladly makes available to all who look to Him to provide what they lack.  

Does God seem to ask too much of us or even the impossible by placing these undesirables in our life?  God so loved the world that He gave His only Son to save that unlovable world, of which we are a part.  Now He is asking us to love a handful of that world for His sake. Surely we will not shrink from the sacrifice involved in loving for His sake those we cannot love for their own.  What if Jesus had refused? I am not minimizing the pain involved in what you are being asked to do.  However, your pain has a Divine purpose and will produce more than it will cost. 

So, do not avoid or try to escape the unlovables with whom you are having to deal. You are there to benefit them and they are there to benefit you.  We all like the easy people life sends our way but I have found that it is the unpleasant ones who are more beneficial to my soul.  Difficult relationships are like a refining fire, purging away self-sufficiency, unmasking faith that needs strengthening, and making clear who is actually on the throne of our lives.  Unpleasantness loosens our hold on the things of this world and strengthens our desire for the next, and that is a good thing.  

Fix your determination on loving well and I believe you will find that those you thought you could live without are actually your gateway to life abundant, to a life in which you are no longer bound by your circumstances or your relationships because you have learned the secret of finding your supply in Him, because you had to and you chose to.
Loving my own batch of unlovables,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY THREE
My dear child,


The Christian life is easy to live objectively but quite difficult to live subjectively.  I love the idea of humility, selflessness, serving others with joy, being kind to hurting people, meeting needs, and just general good heartedness.  It is all so beautiful and gratifying as long as it is an idea.  Where Christianity gets a little messy is when we are forced to live it subjectively, not as an idea, but as a reality.  Humility hurts.  Selflessness makes me annoyed with other people’s selfishness.  Serving with joy is difficult when you are tired or dislike your task. Hurting people tend to hurt people.  Meeting needs is fatiguing and usually costs me something I do not want to part with.  And general good heartedness is best enjoyed on a pretty day, walking along a babbling brook, all by oneself.

Does this sum up your problem?  Do not be discouraged for it is a reality common to all believers. Rarely does our practice match our high expectations for ourselves or our heartfelt desires. Continue to strive for the ideal anyway. And do not be surprised when you find yourself doing right just because it is right, not because you have any desire to do so. There is a lot of that in the walk of faith.  The ancients call it the ‘death of the senses’ and saw it as one of the stages through which God moves all His most faithful servants. Once on the other side you will experience the reality of ‘delighting in doing God’s will’ just because it is God’s will, instead of in some lesser motive.  

Fix your focus on pleasing God and keep it there.  Dwell less on how you are doing spiritually or on what you are accomplishing.  Those are waters too deep for you to fish in.  Do what seems right to the best of your ability with God as your audience and counselor.  Then rest and trust God to complete what He has started.  
Desiring but not always doing right along with you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY FOUR
My dear child,


You are such a planner and you expend so much energy imaging things that never come to pass.  Do you not see how this exhausts you, how vagrant your thoughts are for the greatest part of your day? Distraction is preventing you from living in and for God.  You are so focused on plans, ideas, visions, and concerns about what might be that you are incapable of attending to the task at hand and are thereby depriving yourself of the gift of presence.

Begin today to open your eyes to what you have. The relationships, the material blessings, the work, and the service.  Be completely present with those God has blessed you with. Attend to the work He has given your hands to perform as though you are doing it for Him as He looks on – for you are and He is.  See the beauty all around you, be thankful for what you have with no expectation that you will ever have more or something different – value what you have, appreciate it, care for it.


You are missing the blessing in your blessings, the nourishment in God’s provision, the enrichment that is awaiting you in the relationships you have.  Look closely, drink deeply, feel.  Live your life child, the one before you.  It is full of richness beyond your ability to hold and enjoy in a lifetime.  Trust me.
Following the advice I m giving you – which incidentally was given to me,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY FIVE
My dear child,


Your fear and worry indicate that you have either forgotten God or you do not know Him. Stop wandering in the desert of your own imagination with this world’s rewards as your goal. Go back to the Truth and meditate on your position because of Christ’s sacrifice. Remember that you are not your own, that you are a servant, but the servant of a great God who loves you and promises to be your Guide, your Comforter, and your Provider through all of life.


You must stop looking for or expecting an easy path.  Which child of God has had an easy path?  Easy paths tend to ground us in this world instead of fixing us on the next. There are riches to be found along the difficult path that are not available on the easy one.  We gain by losing. Do not forget that our kingdom is not of this world.  Such forgetfulness encourages you to look for your satisfaction and reward where it cannot be found.  This world and all its fullness can not compare to the abundance that is ours in Christ, but He must be our all in all before we can experience the reality of this.  

God is our portion and our reward forever.  Feast on Him, make God your focus, His pleasure your heart’s desire, and resist this world’s false claims of what you need to be happy.  Believe me child; God alone knows what you need. God knows what gifts to give and which to withhold, which trials to allow and which to protect you from.  He is after something great in you. Trust Him, be as clay in His hand. 
Understanding your disillusionment but not condoning it,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY SIX
My dear child,


Have you ever heard it said that obedience comes before understanding?  All your questions help me to see that you have reversed this order.  You want to understand before you obey.  You ask, ‘Why must I do this hard thing?’ ‘What will be the outcome?’ ‘How can God bring good out of this?’  You are yielding to man’s natural tendency to ‘know’ before you ‘go.’  The only thing you need to know is that if God commands it, it is for your best, His glory, and the benefit of those around you.

When God makes His will clear your duty is to obey; not to prepare a list of questions, not to see the end from the beginning, and not to wait until you ‘feel’ like doing the work before you make your move.  You are His servant, He is your master.  If He asks you do something; either in His Word, through prayer, or because circumstances are such that you have no other choice, do it.  Your need to understand is confusing you.  You are missing out on the blessing of simplicity. Simply obey, simply trust. You are focusing too much on yourself and not enough on God.  

Fixing on Jesus as the antidote to fixing on some lesser thing,

Your loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY SEVEN
My dear child,

Did you think that because you submitted your life and your will to God your path would become smooth and you yourself would be wondrously transformed into the image of Christ?  Perhaps I should have warned you, for my experience has been that increased consecration is met by increased attacks by the enemy. It is his attempt to create doubt, batter our faith, and encourage us to return to a mediocre walk of faith.  Do not expect freedom from difficulties but do expect God to provide what you need to walk through those difficulties in a manner that pleases Him; which will in turn satisfy something deep inside of you, that ground of your soul whose greatest delight is delighting God.  Everything is under God’s providential watch and all that He allows, even the disappointment you are currently experiencing, contains necessary ingredients for your blessing and growth.  Trust God.  Trust His love for you and His wisdom that knows what is best and most needful for growing you up in your faith.

I know it is hard for you to believe that God can accomplish His will despite your imperfections and those of the ones you love, but He can.  Mankind’s perfection has never been an essential ingredient to the accomplishment of God’s will, and thank God for that!  In fact, I will go so far as to say that man’s idea of perfection is just as likely to hamper the process as to usher it in.  There is so much of self, so much pride tied up in man’s perception of perfection.  God will do nothing to encourage those ‘destroyers’ in His children.


When God allows pain, heartache, discomfort, disappointment, failure, and every other distasteful emotion do not despair, do not attempt to fix, and do not fear. Rather, be still, listen, and obey.  Do what is the best you know to do and do it for God.  Resist your hurry to fix, to get to the end.  Do not tie your peace to outcomes or timetables.  Rather, fix your peace on the character of God and the assurance that one day the troubles of this life will be over forever.


I know you are hurting.  It is okay.  But dear child do not let your pain birth your action.  Let your pain lead you to God.  Say and do nothing before you say or do anything without His approval.  Be thought a fool or a blackguard by others rather than a disobedient, prideful child by God.  Hold on, be faithful.
Having great confidence in your ability to do right,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY EIGHT
My Dear Child,


Some may tell you otherwise, but I have found there is a great deal of quiet waiting involved in the Christian life.  Our human tendency is to speak, explain, get to the bottom of things, fix, and be understood.  We love to take action.  I have become distrustful of such instincts.  I have learned, the hard way, that there is a great deal of ‘self’ involved when my words are many and my actions are impulsive.  


As hard as it may be to accept, it is not always best to resolve things quickly.  I know you are impatient to get through this complex, difficult, and painful situation.  I do not see that as a possibility.  That is a good indication that this situation has not accomplished all it has to accomplish in your life or in the life of others who are involved.  This ‘pie’ is not ready to eat; the ingredients are still being mixed together.

I know that sounds hard when you are so wounded, when all you want is closure.  Your resistance and inability to accept the delays are increasing your pain and causing you to miss the daily graces God sends your way. Please, try, just for today to trust God’s timing, to believe He is at work, to say as little as possible, to look for evidence of His love for you, and to listen for His voice.

Praying for God’s strength and peace to fill your soul,

Your Loving Uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER FIFTY NINE
My Dear Child,

Your boredom reflects the truth of Proverb 27:7, “One who is full loathes honey.”  You are a product of the culture in which you have been raised.  There is too much available at too little cost.  Too much entertainment, too many options for meals, too many stores to buy too many clothes, too many words because of too many media outlets.  It is difficult to enjoy anything when you have everything.  As Marie Antoinette so famously said, ‘Nothing tastes.’ That explains why many in your culture have been drawn to dangerous thrills – drugs and sex.  They are trying to feel something.

When there is too much of one thing there is likely to be too little of something else, and there is.  There is too little enjoyment of life’s simple pleasures.  When was the last time you took a stroll through your neighborhood, sat on your porch and spoke to neighbors as they passed by, gazed at the stars, noticed the dance of the trees in the wind, worked with your hands?  There is too little thankfulness for what we have and too much focus on what we want next.  There is too little thought given to what we should do and too much given to what we feel like doing, what we want to do.


Let me encourage you to step out of life for a few days.  Get away to a quiet place if you can, unplug your phone if you cannot.  Give your mind, your senses, a chance to breath.  You will become uncomfortable at first, like an addict coming off his drugs, but stay with it, resist the temptation to ‘plug’ back in to the noise of life.  Do not be surprised if you find the answer to your boredom in my boring suggestion.

Aching for your culture’s untapped gifts,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
Letter sixty
My dear child,

Many of God’s saints looked foolish before they looked wise and blessed… Noah, Abraham, Moses, David, Jesus.  The important thing is not how you look to those around you but how you look to God.  This is one of those truths easier to embrace at a distance than up close.  

If it is any consolation I believe your decision is a sound one.  The world is fairly limited in what it applauds, remember that.  This world only understands decisions that make sense financially. The reward you seek is something this world can neither understand nor value. Do not expect those around you to encourage your decision.  

God is asking you to walk through this decision dependent on Him alone.  There is a lot of fear, doubting, and pain to climb over when an invisible God is your only companion.  However, I know for a certainty that God is journeying with you and can be counted on to keep you on His path and equipped with all you need.  If other people’s approval was beneficial to your spirit life you would be swimming in it, so, it is not.  

Essentially, God is asking of you what He asked of Abram.  He is asking you to leave your country, your people, and your father’s house and go to a land He will show you.  He is asking you to leave all the props you have been taught to depend on, all the props you have depended on, and trust Him to be your portion and very great reward.  I promise you this, Abram does not regret his decision to obey God and neither will you.  Just as he was blessed materially so you will be blessed spiritually, and that is a far greater thing. 


I am asking God to let the conviction I feel within my soul pour into your spirit.  I do not know if there is a precedent for this in scripture but I am praying it none the less.  

Believing in your foolishness,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY ONE
My dear child,

No matter how difficult the task or how painful the trial, all is for our benefit.  I know this seems unlikely in your present circumstance but I have the perspective of distance, this gives me an understanding denied to you.  Lean on my faith, my assurance, when your own is too weak to hold you up.  We all have times like that.  Let me be your Aaron and your Hur.

God commands us to love our enemies, not ignore or tolerate them.  The latter we can do in our own strength, the former requires the grace of God. Failure to love those God asks us to love causes our ‘engineering’ to malfunction.  When we read that we were created in God’s image we could just as easily have read we were created to love well, because above all God is love.  When we live short of this standard we open ourselves up to ill effects of all kinds – physical, emotional, and spiritual.  We were designed to love, failure to do so will short circuit our souls.

God is killing something that needs to die in you, some image you have been serving unaware.  Let it go and accept what is as what is best.  Images, no matter how wonderful they seem, prevent us from walking in the freedom of the Spirit.  You cannot serve two masters.  You are either serving your image or you are listening for and obeying the voice of the Spirit. I know that image destruction is painful, but do not climb off the altar, He will only find another, He has to, He loves you too much not to.  

Continue to persevere in doing good, in dying to self, in clinging tooth and nail to His Word.  Determine above all else to love well. And do all this with as little complaint to others as possible. I would not write these words to someone less devoted to God.

Praying, praying, praying for you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY TWO
My dear child,


Beware of trying to fight your battles in your own strength and on your own time table. Heed the warning in Deuteronomy 1:42 when God says ‘Do not go up and fight, because I will not be with you.  You will be defeated by your enemies.’    

Life is full of battles - personal, relational, spiritual, physical – and we are so prone to jump into the fight without waiting on God’s blessing and provision.  Either our fear overwhelms our faith, or we think we are more capable than we really are, or God delays His instruction longer than we are comfortable with, or there is pressure from the outside to act.  I strongly and prayerfully encourage you to resist this human temptation to act apart from God.  It rarely turns out well.  Pray for the self discipline, the self forgetfulness, needed to wait upon the Lord before you speak or act. Be prayerful, silent, and listening. You may even find He does not need your services this time around.
Tending to chomp at the bit also,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER SIXTY THREE
My dear child,


“Doing your work well as unto the Lord” has very little to do with this world’s idea of perfection.  This world’s idea of work well done has a lot of looking good to those around us and pride mixed in. Every ‘i’ dotted and every ‘t’ crossed, house in order, children behaving, clothes just so, pay check adequate and on time, proper words, proper deeds, everything just so.  The focus tends to be outward though we know God’s focus is inward. God wants the root to be right; the motive and desire to be pure.  Might I encourage you to be a little less pulled together, less concerned with the outside of the cup and more concerned with what each cup, including your own, is holding?  

Shift your focus from the physical needs of those around you to their emotional needs.  Love well, be gentle, kind, and attentive. Look into the faces of your loved ones more often than you look into their rooms to make sure their beds are made and clothes are put away.   I do not know why it is but when I encounter perfect people or am entertained in perfect homes I feel less nourished spiritually, not more.  It is not perfect exteriors we are striving for but perfect love and love tends to be a little messy.  

I am not discouraging you from doing whatever you do well; I am encouraging you to examine what it is you are doing well and why. Who is it you are tying to please?  I want your effort to be in the right direction and for the right Person. 
Thankful for your desire to do all things well, I am,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY FOUR
My dear child,

Our loving Heavenly Father would be unkind to stay the hardships that draw us closer to Him, knowing as He does, that our greatest happiness is to be found in unadulterated relationship with Him.  We must train ourselves to believe that the painful circumstances He allows in our life are sent to address some barrier that has been erected in our soul to keep us from relationship with Him, to block blessing, and to keep us from being as useful as we should be.  


Resist the human temptation to doubt His power or His love or His wisdom.  Doubt instead your ability to understand what is good and what is not.  We are so limited but we think we are so wise. He tells us not to lean on our own understanding but we do it all the time, especially when we or someone we love is hurting. Submit yourself, by faith if not by feeling or firm conviction, to the path God is asking you to walk.  Do not try to see how it will all turn out, how it can possibly turn out good.  Instead see God.  “I have set the Lord always before me; because He is at my right hand I will not be shaken.”


Years ago God taught me to resist the temptation to fix what He, for a season, had allowed to be broken.  We think broken things need to be fixed.  Remember Jesus’ words, ‘This is my body broken for you.’  And that breaking was a good thing, painful yes, but essential for our redemption.  So too in our lives as His disciples, brokenness brings redemption.  Imagine how it would delight our Heavenly Father if we could be imitators of His Son when our times of breaking come.

Knowing what I am talking about,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY FIVE
My dear child,


Might you have a ‘strange god in your midst?’  Is there something you are bowing down to and serving other than God’s will in your life?  Not something vile and disgusting but something good and upright like that which the Pharisees chose.  Is there some ‘good’ you have chosen ahead of Jesus’ yoke and God’s will for your life?  


You seem to value productiveness, efficiency, effectiveness, and timeliness over time spent waiting on God to hear what His agenda for your day might be. To your human understanding this seems good because you value these character traits in yourself and in others.  Indeed, they are your idols.  You may not be aware of it but your self-life says, “I will yield to God as long as He too is productive, efficient, effective, and timely.”  It is my experience that He is all four but just not in the way we think He should be; He rarely follows our script.   It is hard for someone carrying this four-headed idol around to ‘wait upon the Lord.’

We are all prone to equate the ‘good, pleasing, and perfect will of God” with what pleases our will, with what we would do in a similar situation.  It is time to wake up to the realization that apart from true fellowship with God you cannot know His will for your life.  You cannot think it out, know it out, feel it out, or read it out.  He will instruct you and teach you but you have to come for instruction and wait for the instruction.  You also have to believe that His will for how you use your time and talents is superior to your own ideas on the subject.  


Imagine having a servant about your home that is always busy but is never doing the work you have for them to do.  They are doing what they think needs doing or what they think you want done but they never stop to ask your opinion. They are too busy being productive, effective, efficient and timely.  The only problem is they are spending all their time and energy on the wrong things.

In battle with this four-headed monster myself,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY SIX
My dear child,


I think the crux of your angst is that you are not sure God can fill you with His Spirit and thereby accomplish His will in your life and with your life. You wonder if there is a stubbornness or blindness or flaw so overwhelming in your make-up that not even God can overcome it.  It is time to get your eyes off your imperfections and go look at the stars, or His mountains, or take a walk in His forest.  Remember how powerful and creative and gratuitous our Father is. Remember who God is; think more about Him and less about yourself and your doubts will take care of themselves.


I also encourage you to understand what the purpose of His filling is, what it looks like, so you are not looking for an experience that does not exist.  If His Spirit has filled you, sin will set heavy on your heart, you will grow in your understanding of true righteousness, you will be enabled to fellowship with God, fruit will be produced in your life, God will transform your will until it is brought into harmony with His own, and He will equip you to accomplish His good pleasure, which has now become yours as well. 

 
Have you experienced any of these?  Resist the temptation to predetermine what you will think, look, and act like when you are Spirit filled.  Your vision probably belongs in a painting on the wall, not in the messy world in which we live.  Learn to rest in God’s ability to do in you what He has promised.  Your part is to pursue your relationship with God; His part is to transform you into His likeness.  Do your part and rest in the sure knowledge that He will do His.  It takes faith to ask and it takes faith to rest in God’s ability and methods and timing.  

Asking for and expecting God’s filling right along with you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY SEVEN
My dear child,

Love better.  Beware of cold, practical, and efficient acts of love that do not engage your heart.  We love and serve the Lord best by loving and serving others, in that order. Service that is devoid of love may be useful but it is not life-giving. Love is to characterize all we do when our service is for Christ, and all our service is for Christ.  
If you find it hard to love those you are serving make little changes; look at them more, touch them tenderly, guard your tone of voice and the expressions on your face a little more carefully, praise them more often, and serve them in unexpected ways.  Expect less, this is a big help. Learn to appreciate and rejoice in the good that is there instead of focusing on what needs to change next.  

Robert Murray McCheyne said, “What my people need most is my personal holiness.” I think he is saying we each need to grow up into our calling as a child of God. Our transformation is the best guarantee of the transformation of those around us.  Our transformation is the best instruction we can provide for those we want to influence for good without ever saying a word, and love is the sure sign that we are growing in the right direction.  Service, in order to be life-giving, must grow out of, not precede, love.

Trying to love better even if it means serving less,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER SIXTY EIGHT
My dear child,


The Lord warns us not to follow the way of this world.  If we ignore Him He will use circumstances to help us adjust our course so we do not pursue a path that displeases Him and endanger us and those we influence.  He does not want us heading in a direction that is not leading to Him.  God likes to keep His children close, where they are safe and provided with every good and perfect gift.

Take time to examine whose lead you are following.  Is it your culture’s, your community’s, or your family’s?  All these are what God told Abram to leave in order to follow Him, in order to possess the land He had chosen for him.  If we are not deliberate in making God our focus, we will follow something else and adopt ideas and habits that rob us as they falsely promise to enrich us.  This is very dangerous.  I think you are finding that out.

 
Take time to listen for God’s voice, to hear Him say, “This is the way, walk in it.” Close your physical eyes and ears so your spiritual ones can see and hear.  You are off track but God knows the way back and is always on the lookout for lost sheep.  Your discontent and dispiritedness are your Father’s loving touch. He is making you aware that you have wandered from home.  You are feeding on husks while a banquet awaits.
Making readjustments in my course daily,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SIXTY NINE
My dear child,

There are many causes of suffering and many ways a man can die but I do not know of any suffering that is pleasant or of any deaths that are painless. This reality is mirrored in our spiritual life. I am sorry for the pain you are experiencing but I am also glad for the gold that will be revealed once the dross is burned away. 

God uses all manner of situations to insure and effect our Christ-like transformation.  We are not expected to like the cross, not even Jesus did that, but we can trust the hand from which it is sent and know that His perfect love and wisdom are behind the administration/allowance of all He sends our way.  


Several years ago I too cried out at God about a cross He was asking me to carry.  “Why this Lord, this is so particularly painful for me.”  It seemed as though God was not listening, did not care, or was just being cruel.  But now, years later, (It sometimes takes years) I see how effective that cross was in addressing an area of my life to which I was blind, an area that was hindering the effectiveness of my ministry with others and my fellowship with God.  God was willing to be misunderstood for a season in order to complete my treatment, a treatment I only now understand the reason behind.

I learned through that experience that God is ruthless when it comes to the spiritual well-being of His children and that He is amazingly skilled at discovering and removing, through a variety of ‘treatments,’ cancers we are not even aware are killing us.  I have learned to know Him and trust Him as the Great Physician.  

Do not question the hardship He has sent your way. He does know what He is doing, I can promise you that.  And though I have yet to love a cross, I have gotten a little better at believing in their necessity and trusting God to make them effective.  I no longer even have to know what He is working on.  I have learned to let that go also. I have trained myself, with God’s help, to see His hand behind every perplexity, every disappointment, and every painful event.  God’s discipline never looks like I expect it to, but I know He is my vinedresser and He is a master at knowing exactly where to prune, when to prune, and how to prune for maximum benefit and minimum pain. 
Learning to be a patient and obedient branch,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SEVENTY
My dear child,

To whose voice are you listening? There are seasons in life when you must be especially attuned to the voice and will of God and deaf to the advice of the world and those who live in it, including yourself.  You must walk in the light He gives you, doing the work He shows you, blind to distractions and other voices, even if His call seems contrary to what everyone else is doing; even if it is contrary to what you yourself want to do. 


When others are following a different path, or the same path in a different way, and seemingly having more success, do not waver from what God has called you to do.  When others criticize, sneer, or call you a fool remember in Whom you have put your trust and how worthy He is of that trust.  The crowd expected Christ to come as different sort of Messiah, but He came as a helpless babe and died on a cross. He chose to obey His Father instead of His creation and aren’t we glad?  The world called Him and His followers fools.  They had to close their ears to the voices of the crowd, of their peers, and of those they cared about.  We should not be surprised when we are asked to do the same.


When others are out in the ‘marketplace’ seeking consensus about how and what to do you must stay in your closet seeking only the opinion and approval of God.  I have found that the world rarely confirms what I learn in the closet, rather, it usually weakens my resolve.  Part of me wants to be ‘out there’ getting all my ways approved of.  The better part of me wants to stay hidden in Christ doing the work He shows me.  I know you are following your better part also.

Praying for your honorable resolve,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER SEVENTY ONE
My dear Child,


I once had a friend who moaned and grumbled every year when the rainy season came around.  In the summer he complained of the heat and as you might imagine our winters were always too cold. He became depressed and finally moved to a place whose weather was more predictably warm and dry.  Last I heard he had moved again because he missed the change in seasons.


Discontent is a dangerous mindset that oftentimes results in our making changes we should not be making and which do not make us any happier.  We change our career, our spouse, our neighborhood, our church, or any number of other things only to find new reasons to complain. Complainers eventually realize that their problems are within, not without. 

Develop a habit of gratefulness.  To some people this comes easy but for others, and I suspect you are in this group, it is a hard won discipline.  But, like most worthy disciplines, the results are worth the effort.  Gratefulness is transforming, it lightens your load by redirecting your focus and it blesses those with whom you live. Do not wait for life to be perfect before you stop your grumbling, start now, this very day. Put down this letter and thank God for the ability to see and read, to read and understand, to understand and change.

Gratefulness proves you have faith in God’s goodness. When rain comes your way rejoice in the growth, nourishment, and cleansing it is accomplishing; do not go on and on about how wet it is.  We all know that without being told.

Learning to be thankful for old age aches and pains,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer  
LETTER SEVENTY TWO
My dear child,


Several years ago as I was going through an especially frustrating time God’s Spirit urged me to meditate upon on the life of Moses.  I realized that the life of this mighty man of God read best in retrospect.  His life, as he was living it, was not at all enviable. He was supposed to be cast into the Nile and drowned when he was born, as a young man his intervention on behalf of his people was rejected, he spent 40 years in exile tending sheep for his father-in-law, and then was called to lead a grumbling, stiff-necked people out of the most powerful nation in the world and into a land God had promised them. Because of disobedience, Moses’ and the people’s he was leading, he spent the last 40 years of his life in the wilderness instead of in the land of promise.  And finally he died alone on a mountain, looking at but never entering the Promised Land. 


I learned something then that I have never forgotten and would like to teach you now.  A faithfully lived life, one that accomplishes God’s purposes is not quite as glamorous, comfortable, or tidy as we might like it to be. Religious paintings have done us a disservice here. The figures in these paintings always look enraptured as they face their trials, when in reality they were probably nothing of the sort.  They were probably struggling with their lot just as you and I struggle with ours; wanting to be pleasing to God but never quite sure if we have gotten it right. 


Moses’ example should discourage you from trying to figure out what God is up to, you will never get it right.  And don’t spend so much time thinking about what events are ‘good’ and which are ‘bad.’  You probably won’t get that right either.  The life of faith is a messy, confusing, but ultimately safe and satisfying venture.  You may not know where you are going, or how you are going to get there but get there you will.  Stop seeing yourself as the captain of your ship.  It is probably more accurate to see yourself as a leaf upon the waters moved about by unpredictable tides, currents, and wind. It doesn’t feel very safe but it is.   
Pursing a life worth reading,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SEVENTY THREE
My dear child,


The ambition you have for your children is making you lose perspective; your greed for their advancement is leading you into all manner of unrighteous behavior.   Scripture warns that we are to be on guard against every form of greed.  Do you think greed for your children is an exception?  Have you been deceived into thinking there is something noble about being greedy for your child?   Maternal greed is devious and destructive. The child’s advancement, not God’s will and glory, becomes the goal and ultimately becomes the god you are serving.  Do not forget that Satan comes disguised as an angel of light – he can dress up greed in a cloak of nobility and before you know it you are working against God as you work for your child, feeling justified and holy about doing so.  

Your last letter reveals that you are not playing by God’s rules; you are not loving others and their children as yourself.  You love those who can advance your child and you exclude those who cannot.  Your greed is turning other children into tools.  I have no doubt that you are given plenty of encouragement by your well meaning peers but do not listen to your peers, listen to God’s Word.  

Love and welcome every child God brings into your life through your child.  Don’t pick and choose; don’t make judgments as to who is worthy and who is not.  Your child may one day be the one in need of a loving welcome; welcome his friends in the same way you would want him to be welcomed, not because he deserves it or because he brings something to the table, but because he is a beloved child of God who has been sent your way to demonstrate that love. 


I guess my advice is simple really.  Speak ill of no child and avoid others who do. Show love to every child that comes into your home or across your path.  The children who are the hardest to love tend to be the ones who need it the most.  I weep to think how many children could be saved from paths of destructive behavior if only more mothers would show them the love of Jesus Christ.  Don’t think that just because I live in this monastery I am not in touch with reality.  I know exactly what I am talking about. Some things never change.  I was one of those children whom mothers love to disparage and ostracize, but by the grace of God I was led to a Christian home where I received love, not judgment, not rejection.  I know many others who were not so fortunate.  The penitentiaries and mental institutions are full of them.

If you really want to benefit your child, trust and obey God.  Let love be the motivator for all you do.  If something else is motivating you, such as fear or a desire to look good in the eyes of other mothers, do not move forward.  Treat all children in the way you want your own child to be treated. I know this is counter cultural, I know your friends are urging you to keep them filled in on the latest mishaps as they are so faithful to do for you.  This is gossip.  Do not try to give it another name.  If there is something you need to know God will bring it to your attention in a manner consistent with His character. 

I can not write this letter to every mother but I am thankful to be able to write it to you because I know you want to do what is right even if it hard, even if it is counter intuitive to a mother’s heart.  I will be praying for you and for your children. I know what I am asking of you is hard to perform.
Asking it anyway,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER SEVENTY FOUR
My dear child,


The life of faith is one of adjustment, not arrival. You must be vigilant; constantly and consistently vigilant, to adjust what you believe with what is actually true. This is a lifelong endeavor and well worth undertaking, with rewards all along the way. We have been taught or absorbed so much faulty thinking and it is only as we learn and apply the truths of God that we can be set free from the damage these lies do to us and those with whom we live. It is God’s Truth to which we must constantly adjust our truth.  

You have stepped out of the kingdom of darkness and into the Kingdom of light and like most of us you brought a ‘suitcase’ with you filled with faulty understanding and inappropriate reactions. Your suitcase must be unpacked and all the lies it holds must be discarded.  But this takes time.

Satan will do all in his power to keep you deceived and he tends to be very effective.  Do you know why?  It is the sad fact that we tend to believe more in our past patterns of thinking, in the way we have always viewed life and responded to it, than in the new truths God reveals to us.  We are not vigilant in our adjustment of what we believe with what the Word of God says is true.  Therefore, we stay bound, imprisoned by chains that have no lock, but which hold us none the less.  Do not make this mistake.
Unmasking dearly held false beliefs even at my age,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER SEVENTY FIVE
My dear child,


Do not be surprised by the realization that the further you progress in the life of faith the further it appears you have to go.  You are merely getting a taste of eternal things.  I am assuming we will all go from strength to strength and glory to glory for all of eternity.  You have just begun the journey.  Don’t lament it, enjoy it, savor each new insight you receive, each deepening of grace you experience without dwelling on all you have yet to learn or lamenting all that is still not right.  Do not focus on arriving, focus on what is before you, receive and enjoy what you have been given today.  

As a child of God you have embarked on a journey with no destination, just new delights all along the way. Position yourself to receive them and do not demand they come packaged in predetermined wrappings. Our humanity, our obsession with time, is all about arrival and closure, but the life of faith is about enjoying and learning from all we experience.  Be nourished by what is or you will never be nourished by what lies ahead.  This is the secret to entering into and enjoying the fullness that is ours in Christ.   
Opened up to the feast set before me today,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SEVENTY SIX
My dear child,


It is best, when pursing a relationship with God, to presume nothing.  Let Him teach you truth in a blade of grass if He chooses.  Let Him love you through a beautiful day if that suits His fancy.  Let Him direct your steps by irritating interruptions and frustrating roadblocks if they seem most effective to Him.  Do not think all truth is to be learned in His Word, or that love is something only humans can show, or that all His paths are linear and unencumbered.


Presumption blinds us and makes us deaf.  Open yourself up to the voice and hand of God that is present all throughout your day, not just when you are praying or in church.  One of my favorite sayings is, “View all of life as if you are seeing it for the first time, or for the last.”  This is the way to live.  Even God thinks so - "Forget the former things; do not dwell on the past. See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it?” (Isaiah 43:18-19)

Trying to take my own advice more completely every day,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SEVENTY SEVEN
My dear child,


Do not be too intent on changing the poor opinion your ‘friend’ seems to have of you.  I know it is a painful blow to your pride and to your sense of fairness to be disliked by someone whose friendship you have worked so hard to maintain, who you have so faithfully defended to others; but I do not think in this instance the fault lies with you.  There is a personality type that views every attempt by other people to live life well with suspicion. If you love your children they interpret it as spoiling your children; doing too much for them, not disciplining them as you should. If you love other people it is because you want something from them. If you are restful and peaceful it is because you are lazy and irresponsible. If you are happy it is a sign of your selfish disregard for the pain of others. If you refuse to involve yourself in some situation or another it is a sign you do not care or are selfish and lazy. Yet, if you do involve yourself you are controlling.  Nothing you do is ever good enough, pure enough, or something enough for this particular type of person.  They taint every good deed with suspicion.  Their good opinion is not worth pursuing and their bad opinion is meaningless.

God is so different.  God delights in our attempts to do well no matter how far short we fall. It is our desire to please Him that pleases Him, not what we accomplish.  Isn’t that a freeing thought?  Continue to love your friend as best you can but do it to please God, not to win their approval.  Love them for God’s sake and not for their own.  I suspect Jesus practiced this virtue quite often don’t you?  Learn from Him.  Speak the truth but speak it in love.  Pray for your friend and do nothing to further damage their reputation.  If there is something you need to do or say God will make that clear to you.  I promise.   
Focusing on God’s approval, not man’s,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer
LETTER SEVENTY EIGHT
My dear child,


Living in the moment requires deliberate attentiveness.  It means saying ‘no’ to all the distracting thoughts and emotions that nip at the heels of your conscious mind. Decide what God has for you to do and attend to it with your full attention. The reason this is so difficult is because we place human judgments on the importance of our labor.  All you need to know is that if God is asking you to do something, that something is the most important thing you can be doing in that moment.  It is important to Him and therefore important to you.  “Do all your work well as though you are doing it for the Lord,” because you are.  Believe this, really believe this, and your distraction will take care of itself. 
Pride is the source of so much of our distraction, isn’t it?  Our mind is elsewhere because where we are is not important or significant enough to merit our full attention. Or, our mind is busy running the universe, or the part that concerns our heart, because God needs a little help and constant reminders about the things that matter most to us.  Pride encourages a fragmented life; one in which you half way attend to what you are doing and half way attend to what you want to be doing, or saying, or being. We mistakenly think that we are not doing is more important that we are doing; we look for fullness and satisfaction in what is not ours instead of what is.  This is a delusion sent straight from the gates of hell to rob both us and those who would benefit from our work if it was done for God and to His glory.  

Some work does seem tedious, unpleasant, and difficult but attend to it and be attuned to it nonetheless.  The work He calls you to is the best thing you can do, even if it is making a bed when you want to be feeding the multitudes.  There is a sacredness about doing your work well, being attuned to what you are doing as you are doing it, just as there is something depleting about doing it in a distracted, frazzled manner, both to yourself and to those whom you serve.  Being fully present is a ‘present;’ a gift to you and to others who observe or are the beneficiary of your well-done labor.


Being focused on the task at hand opens you up to the richness inherent in all work done for God.  You will be surprised by how much more enjoyable a task is when you feel what you are touching, smell what you are smelling, listen to what you are hearing, taste what you are eating, and see what your are seeing.  How often we miss the rich banquets God serves up for our pleasure! Bring back your scattered thoughts, still your anxiety, quiet your desires, resist your fears, forget the ‘what ifs.’ Feel, hear, smell, taste, and see now.  Be enriched.

Still learning to take my own advice,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER SEVENTY NINE
My dear child,

If you can get past this deception of the enemy at your young age you will have made progress indeed.  I suspect that this idea that happiness is not possible without wealth is a delusion unique to industrialized, wealthy nations, but I do not know this for sure.  I do know that it has a strangle hold on our culture.  


How do I counsel you through this? Will it help if I tell you it is lie?  Probably not.  Will it help if I tell you that I am happy and I possess very little of this world’s goods and am given $50 a month upon which to meet any needs I have apart from what my order provides?  Probably not. How about if I encourage you to study the lives of men like St. Francis of Assisi, who though born into a wealthy family, lived a life of poverty and service to others and considered himself to be the most blessed of men. Compare him to, Henry the VIII who had all the power and money he could hope for and was desperately unhappy.  These things may help but I doubt that they will convince you down deep or that they will keep you from pursing that which promises so much but delivers so little.  This illness needs stronger medicine.



This is my prescription for you.  First, I want you to practice a spiritual discipline called Lectio Divina.  This is a way of reading, meditating upon, and absorbing scripture that I have found very helpful and transforming. Ask the Spirit to lead you to a truth you need to make your own. Traditionally this is a word or verse from Scripture but sometimes I have been led to meditate on something more concrete, such as the power and life contained in one tiny seed or the effects of light. Whatever the Spirit leads you to; carry it with you throughout your day.  Ask Him to open your eyes to what He wants you to understand, believe, and be blessed by. Listen for His instruction and receive the truths He has for you. Once you see what He has for you to learn and be enriched by, thank Him and ask for the grace you will need to make those truths your own.  

Secondly, begin to notice when you are most at peace, most satisfied and fulfilled.  Is it just after you have purchased some costly item or is it when you are in the midst of something that does not cost you anything, such as laughing with a good friend, walking in the woods, doing a kindness for someone you love, or enjoying a project in which you are absorbed? Do not believe the images you are bombarded with (You might want to limit your exposure to such images for a time or at least question them. Think of how absurd some of the promises made about the newest deodorant are!), believe your own experience, notice your own reactions.  Become aware of what truly makes you feel most complete and satisfied instead of believing what your culture is teaching you.


Lastly, ask God to lead you to the work He has ordained for you before the foundation of time, because though money is not the source of happiness, finding and doing the work God has for you to do is.  It is not money or poverty that determines our happiness but whether we are living our life in accord with God’s will and purpose.  Believe this my son, with all that is in me I ask you to believe this.  
Knowing and wanting you to know, I am,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 
LETTER EIGHTY
My dear child,


I know Job’s counselors are generally given a bad wrap, but I happen to agree with a great deal of what Eliphaz has to say and I believe a phrase or two may be of benefit to you.  Receive these words from one who loves you and wants God’s image restored in your soul.  It would be easier for me to leave you in ‘your trespasses and sins,’ (And you would probably like me better for it!), but love compels me to put you on a better path.


“Your sin prompts your mouth.”  (So says Eliphaz) How is that for a beginning?  Your commentary about your circumstances and those involved reveals your mistaken belief that all things are supposed to be serving you and making you happy.  All things serve God and for that you should be thankful for He is very generous with His treasure.  I have enclosed your letter in case you did not keep a copy.  Notice the self-focused nature of all your complaints.  You have erected images in your mind and no one is following the blueprint. 
“Do you limit wisdom to yourself?”  (Another of dear Eliphaz’s choice bits of counsel.)  You think you know what is best, but for whom?  You are viewing your situation from how it can best serve you, what seems best to you. It is the wrong nature prompting your words; the wrong person is on the throne.  We are God’s workmen, we are here to serve His interests and bring Him glory and sometimes that means suffering and sometimes that means pleasure.  God chooses our path and those who walk it with us.  We may not always like the terrain or our companions but both are divinely designed to benefit us and to each we carry the presence of God.  Joseph benefited every household in which he lived, those he liked and those he did not, and we must do the same.



Stop being disappointed and start being thankful.  Stop making demands of God and start asking Him how you can best serve Him with the ‘ingredients’ He has blessed you with.  Stop expecting so much from those around you and start loving them for Christ’s sake.  You have gotten onto the slippery slope of self pity and the only way off is to take a firm hold on the Word of God and don’t let go until His Word begins to ‘prompt your mouth.’  This is strong medicine but I think you can handle it.

For all that is best in you,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer 

LETTER EIGHTY ONE

My dear child,


One method I use for keeping my wayward nature on the right path and thinking the right thoughts is to picture Jesus before me with His arms outstretched, beckoning and encouraging me onward.  Between us there is much to do – people I am called to serve and love, work to be done, changes I myself must make – but my mind’s eye stays fixed on those open arms and my desire is to accomplish all that is between us in a manner that will please Him.  With Christ as my goal I keep moving forward, up and over all that seeks to block my way, divert my attention, and push me off course.  Deep is calling to something deep in me and I know that home is with the One whose arms are open and waiting.   But, let me say, the important thing is not what you do to remind yourself that you are living for and before God but that you are doing something to remind yourself.  Otherwise you will substitute the loving look of Christ for a less healthy fixation such as what the world says is important, or unrealistic and faulty standards you have been saddled with since birth, or unhealthy inclinations that are all your own.  Choose this day whom you will serve for you are certainly serving someone.  

Once you settle on a habit that works for you I would also warn you against allowing the method take the place of the goal - which is to live for, love, and know Christ. We have a perplexing tendency to attach ourselves to formulas and before we know it the means to the end has become the end itself! 


As an aside I think I should mention that placing Christ before my mind’s eye has simplified my life, and made it more complex.  This is a paradox I did not expect but have learned to embrace.  My life is simple because my one desire is to please Him. And, it is complicated because there are no predictable patterns for true Disciples of Christ.  I awake every morning with a sense of well being and of “I wonder what surprises are in store for me today!” I am learning to receive life as it comes and to receive it as a gift no matter the packaging or the timing of its arrival.  I do this because Christ did this and His is the only trustworthy pattern I am aware of. All other patterns come from human beings just as faulty and frail and deceived as I am, no matter how noble or righteous they seem to us.  
I am very thankful for your desire to maintain a steady and constant awareness of His presence with you.  It is the surest way I know of to restore His image in our lives.   If my technique helps you use it, if it does not you can be sure God has another better suited to your disposition.  The important thing is that your heart is set on pleasing Him.  That is really all that matters.  
Cheering you on in my daily prayers,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER EIGHTY TWO

My dear child,


Living for Christ means not living for a whole lot of other people and that takes a little getting used to. Christ has a unique role for each of us and does not want us imitating one another or living our lives based on someone else’s image of who and what we should be.  Sometimes the problem is not our desire or willingness to live for God and God alone but rather our failure to still our own thoughts long enough to hear from Him, long enough to realize we are submitting to other voices, voices that are not good for us to listen to.  Or, we anesthetize ourselves with busyness, with doing, doing, doing so that are spiritual ears are too full to hear that still small voice that is trying to tell us how much we are loved, what work God has all ready for us to walk in, work for which we are divinely equipped and will find wonderfully satisfying.  Our busyness prevents us from fitting what is truly valuable onto our ‘full plates.’  No room in the inn, no room in our thoughts, no room in our schedule.    We shine our light first in this direction and then in that instead of where He wants our light, His light in us, to shine.  We feel important when we are busy but unless we are about His work, speaking His words, our light will be spent in accomplishing very little that truly matters.  

We have to understand deep within that the important thing is not what or how much we do but the source from which our activity springs.  Christ must be the source, the means, and Christ must be the end.  This takes a little practice.  Study your motives, become aware of the invisible audience for which you are performing.  Whose voice is echoing in your thoughts?  Check every call on your life, every urging in your soul and if you determine it is the Holy Spirit who is seeking your attention (and we can only know this imperfectly but we do get better as we grow closer to God), let your answer be ‘Yes.’ ‘Yes’ and ‘help,’ help to do what you cannot do apart from His enabling.  We love our independence but it is robbing of us of God’s best.  We applaud independence but independence is just a pretty word, a worldly word for disobedience, which is just another word for sin. Sin, our great enemy who has an amazing closet full of disguises.

Your desire to live for Christ does not instantly result in perfect choices done perfectly but aim at the right target and eventually you will find you are getting it right sometimes, and that taste of being and doing what you are designed for will be all the motivation you need to pursue the yoke, and counsel, and provision of Christ.  We are all like little children trying to learn to stand, then walk, then run. God knows that and makes accommodation for our weakness.  The only time we get into trouble is when we forget that we are weak but He is strong.  When we start running before we have learned to walk.  Don’t get ahead of your Coach.
Running the race marked our for me,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER EIGHTY THREE

My dear child,


I am so thankful that it ‘just so happened’ we had our conversation as I was en route to a spiritual retreat because I have been able to carry you and your situation into every prayer session I have attended, silently bringing you before the God of all comfort, healing, and truth.  In doing so God has reminded me of ways He led me through those dark years so similar to your own which, though recent, seem ages ago now.


I have remembered that one of the things for which God used that time was to show me, and thereby heal me, of images I was unknowingly serving instead of Him. Images gifted to me by my upbringing, my education, and my lifestyle.  They were good images, but they were not what God was after in my life, in my relationships, or in my walk with Him. A verse He imprinted on my soul during that time is in Isaiah 46:1 and reads: “The images you carry about are burdensome, a burden for the weary.”  I found that to be very true.  God’s mercy and love for me increased their heaviness until I finally awoke to their presence and gladly lay them down.


God remade me through that verse. I realized what an image making machine I was!  I had images of what a Christian and Christianity looked like and didn’t look like. Philip Yancey’s book What’s So Amazing About Grace, was a big help with that reworking.  I had images of the ways in which God worked and didn’t work, which had a lot to do with how I thought He should work completely ignoring the verse that says His ways are not our ways. I had images of what was good and what was bad.  If it hurt it was bad and if it made me happy it was good. God had to remind me that I am called to die daily and death is painful. There was a lot in me that needed to die, a lot of cancer that was being cut out, and I submitted to the knife instead of fighting it.  Fenelon, one of the great saints of the ages, became my counselor and best friend.  I had images about what love looked like, which in my mind meant ‘doing’ for those I loved and telling them what they were doing or getting wrong and what they were doing or getting right.  More of the former and less of the latter.  Not surprisingly, that did not feel like love to those I loved.  I read a little book called, ‘Love Languages’ which helped me greatly.  I am not great on this even today but God is a very patient Instructor, and persistent.


I also learned to sink my teeth into God’s Word and hang on for dear life.  I spent a lot of time in Isaiah who I expect will be one of my “Greeters’ in Heaven. I followed the pattern set by great “Prayers’ of the Old Testament and reminded God of His Word and His promises and searched for every promise I could find that applied to my situation and took them to Him…a lot.  I underlined them in green pencil and when I woke up in the night gripped with fear I prayed those verses until the peace that passes understanding settled on me or I fell back asleep.


I started this process burdened; full of fear, and worshipping and serving a god who was very different than the One I am serving now.  I like this one better. I still have a long way to go but, thanks to that ‘bad’ situation in my life, though I am not yet who I will one day be I am no longer who I once was, and for that I am very grateful.


There is so much more I could share but this is all I feel free to share for now.  I do want to say that I did all the good parts (loving well, trusting God) really poorly and all the bad parts (fear, worry, anger) really well.  But one of the wonderful things I have learned about God is that He does not care.  It is my desire to please Him that pleases Him most.  
As always, I am,
Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

P.S.  I am on to another ‘adventure’ now but guess what lessons learned are making this ‘voyage’ a little easier?

LETTER EIGHTY FOUR

My dear child,


Work and self effort were the keys to fruitfulness in your flesh life; communion and obedience in your new life.  There is a restful, satisfying activity that flows from communion and fellowship with Christ that is very different from the striving obedience of self-effort.  Are you experiencing this?  If not I would like for you to try the following exercise.

Begin by writing down all your commitments for the week and all of the things you need to do in addition to your fixed responsibilities, things like meal preparation and phone calls.  Then take some time to study your week, see if there is a way to group errands or chores or social/business commitments in a more efficient way, in a way that opens a little time in your schedule.  Now, for this week alone, I do not want you to do anything that is not on your list.  If something comes up that needs doing go ahead and add it to your list where it fits best, but first ask yourself if it really needs doing or if it is just an impulse. This applies especially to phone calls.  The telephone is too accessible and such a time waster.  Do not make any phone calls unless the Spirit leads you to do so.  There is an odd independence in our use of the phone.  We make and receive phone calls as the urge strikes us instead of according to standards or boundaries we set for ourselves. Be aware of this.


As you go about your week, when you come upon pockets of time in which nothing is planned and nothing is expected of you, resist the urge to fill it with mindless activity.  Just because you are active does not mean you are productive.  There is a great deal of ‘productivity’ that is ‘unproductive’ and even destructive. Instead, do something soul nourishing.  Take a walk, read, meditate on scripture, enjoy the beauty of creation, or write in your journal.


 At the end of the week I want you to look at your list again, but this time I want you to be on your knees when you do so and I want you to pray this prayer: ‘Lord, You are my God. I want to live my life for You, accomplishing Your purposes, becoming the person You designed me to be, but I tend to clutter up my life by living for other people, for myself, for purposes that are contrary to Your will for me.  I am kneeling before You with my week of activity and I want Your Spirit to help me to see what I am doing that is unnecessary or harmful and what I am not doing that I need to be doing.  I ask this in Jesus Name.’

Then, I want you to do the hardest part of all.  I want you to stay kneeling, eyes closed, attention Godward.  Sink down into the restfulness of being in Your Father’s presence, of knowing you are loved, of resting in the arms that are ever holding you.  Thank Him for hearing Your prayer, for leading you as you seek to live more fully in His presence and for His purposes.  Then, look at your week again, remembering that you are in the presence of the Lord.  Have you become aware of unnecessary activity?  Buying things you do not need, phone calls made because you did not want to be alone with your thoughts, anything done out of habit or from the wrong motivation?  Can you bring yourself not to add them to your next week’s list, to be more deliberate and mindful about your use of time?  

What you will find as you persevere in this practice is that you now have time to do your work well and unto the Lord.  You have time to be filled up before you are emptied out.  You will naturally become more thoughtful, prayerful, about how you are using your time, resources, and gifts. Slowly, you will awaken to the new land in which you are sojourning, a land in which there is a wide path for your feet, where the sights are nourishing to your soul, where service is joyful, where each person you encounter has the spark of the divine, and where there is time to do all you do without haste or insecurity.  

I started this discipline years ago at the urging of my spiritual director.  It has made a wonderful difference in my walk. I no longer have to do all the steps because at some point my list was replaced by present instruction, provision, and direction from the One with Whom I was walking.  
Joyful in His service,

Your loving uncle, Brother Ebenezer

LETTER EIGHTY FIVE
My dear child,


Life is brief, God makes that clear, and your habit of living so little of the time you do have makes life even shorter and less enriching. You are unable to appreciate your life as it is being lived because you are worried about what might be on the horizon or you are brooding over what has already past. Every moment is a symphony but you have failed to listen.  You are assaulted by distractions, within and without, and are allowing your attention to be drawn first this way and then that.  You are doing this without thinking, without realizing the distractions are ‘nothing’ robbing you of ‘everything.’


We cannot be present in a life giving way to those with whom we live because we are not even present to ourselves.  We cannot enjoy the sensory feasts God serves up for our delight because we never come to the table, our bodies may be present but not our souls.  We are poor guests. We leave the feast untouched and are malnourished as a consequence.


There is a cure for this sickness of distraction but first we must realize we are sick and need a cure. We must believe it is better to be present in the present than guilty about the past or worried about the future.  In order to ‘heal,’ to begin to live in a live giving way, we must collect ourselves from all the places we tend to wander and open our eyes and ears to where we actually are.  This is a discipline and like all healthy disciplines it is hard at first, but if persevered in, becomes easier as time goes on.  It requires us to ‘take hold of ourselves’ all throughout the day, asking if we are ‘here’ or some place else, if we are listening to what this person is saying, if we are looking at them, if we are aware of our surroundings, and of what we are doing.   We must discipline our ears to hear and our eyes to see what is actually before us and real instead of fixing on and attending to those pictures and voices in our head which are mere illusions of reality.    


Is there value in this?  Jesus says, “Blessed are your ears for they hear and your eyes for they see.”  He was talking about a sight so deep it becomes insight and a hearing so keen it becomes understanding. He was commending a way of life that is both blessed and a blessing.  We all want to be seen and heard and in seeing and hearing we bless others and are blessed ourselves.  In order to do this we must learn the discipline of ‘withness.’


Some miss understandings are not meant to be resolved until some period of time has passed.  They must percolate. (JCR and roommate situation)


God does not often explain Himself in the midst of what He is asking us to walk through. He does not tell us why our obedience is important or how it will contribute to the accomplishment of His good, acceptable, and perfect will.  He expects us to trust Him with what He allows and with what He withholds. He expects us to believe in the love He has for us and to remember love does no harm to the object of its beloved.  


It is only a rebellious child that refuses to obey until he understands why. We must resist this fleshly taint and focus on what God has for us to do or obey in this present moment, and as for the rest, we must learn to rest on His character.  One day all our questions and doubts will be answered and we will be amazed.

(
Matthew 19:16 “Teacher, what good thing must I do to get eternal life?’ 

What is the rich young ruler asking for when he asks for eternal life?  Eternal life is life lived in uninterrupted, joy-filled, soul satisfying relationship with our Creator and with all He has created.  A life which has seen God and now sees everything else differently, sees it through its knowledge and love of Him.  


Our human bent is reflected in this rich young ruler’s question. We want to do something to get all the fullness we instinctively know is in Jesus Christ, we want its acquisition to be within our control. We want to believe that if we accomplish our list for the day we will receive rest and peace as our rightful reward.  We want a definable exercise for growing in virtue so we can go to our Father and show Him we did our part so now He must do His.  We want a formula for knowing the will of God that works every time we face uncertainty.  We want a to-do list delivered every morning as we pray so we can know that we are storing up treasure in heaven and not wasting our time on hay, wood, and stubble.  



At some point we come to the realization that we can do everything ‘perfectly’ and not have inched one step closer to what we are seeking.  In fact, perfection can be one the greatest hindrance to our progress if by ‘perfection’ we mean what most people do mean – doing all the right things in all the right ways for all the right people for all the right rewards.  Or perhaps it is better stated as, ‘Doing the right thing with the wrong motive.’  If love is not prompting our actions then the taint of ‘self’ has ascended the throne. There is a demonic taint to this type of perfection; it is dangerously close to Lucifer’s desire to be like God.  


So, what kind of perfection are we to strive for; how should we live in order to ‘get eternal life?’  Throughout scripture and throughout the ages those who most completely entered in to the life which will be eternally ours in our glorified state are those who most completely obeyed God’s command to Abram. "Leave your country, your people and your father's household and go to the land I will show you.” (Genesis 12:1, 2) This is rarely a tidy, predictable, admired, or applauded call. God asked Abram to leave all his familiar, comfortable props and to trust God alone.  He told him that in order to enter ‘the land’ God had for him he had to leave the one he was living in. He had to be willing to enter into a world with different rules, different values, and different ways of doing things. He invites us to do the same, to leave behind this world’s ways and enter into the world where others needs come before our own, where to be a servant is better than being the one served, where love, not self advancement, is the source of all we do.  The only One Who knows the new rules is God, and He teaches them to us throughout our journey and they are unique for every traveler - One Source but uniquely discerned and lived.  God’s call is a little bit frightening but with the call comes God’s provisions for the trip and certainly the trip is worth the goal. 


So what must we do to get eternal life?  We must learn to make God our companion, our guide, our counselor, and our provider.  We must step into the river of His will; ever yielding and receiving, ever listening and obeying. 

(
 “The thoughts of man…are futile.”  (Psalm 94:11)  Never is this more apparent than when you are faced with a difficult path down which you must walk.  At such times  resist the temptation to try to understand the ways of God. He tells us clearly His ways are not our ways and they are past finding out.  Instead, train yourself to accept everything that comes into your life as a gift from God, to accept it as from Him.  God is sovereign and nothing can come into your life that is not allowed by Him for your good.  This is a truth you must learn to believe and trust.


Close the door of your mind to all that comes naturally for a ‘visit.’ Instead, yield and abandon your self birthed thoughts, (which tend to be futile, selfish, and wrong), into the care of God.  Ask Him to set a hedge around your thoughts, your words, and your actions. Refuse to think outside of His leading.  Let His be the voice to which your ear is attuned. Do not anticipate what He has in mind or guess at what He wants you to do or say. Let Him be the Leader.


Learn the importance of waiting patiently but expectantly for Him to instruct you in the way you should go.  Resist the temptation to hurry God, to be impatient with His timetable.  God does all things in the fullness of time. And when He does gives you instruction be quick to obey, realizing His leading may not make sense to your wounded, hurting, self-protective understanding.  Sometimes His leading is to act and sometimes it is to be still and watch - a much harder thing for us to do.


Lastly, praise God for who He is.  As we praise Him our focus will be on His character, His power, and His love for us.  This naturally distracts us from our situation.  Our thoughts become elevated so we can view our situation from a distance. This is good.

(
Scripture tells us it is only those who know God’s ways that can enter His rest.  God’s ways are the outward expression of His divine will.  His will is to seek and to save His lost sheep and to transform us into the image of His Son Jesus Christ, the image in which we were created.  All His ways ultimately serve these two purposes.  


Scripture and creation teach us a great deal about how He accomplishes this. His way is to send rain and drought, provide sun and shade, to plow for a season, plant the seed that He wants to see bear fruit, and then wait patiently for the harvest. God is the Master Gardner who is willing to plow and dig and prune and shock today for a more bountiful harvest next year. And, He is the Creator who plants us in just the right soil, sends rain and sunshine as they are needed, and delights over every plant in His garden. 


God’s way is to discipline, disappointment, and convict until we loosen our grip on things that harm our souls.  And, His way is to love, comfort, nurture, heal, bless, and guide us into all truth. He is our Heavenly Father who is willing to discipline us for our good though it is painful.  He is willing to put us through various trials to test and strengthen our faith because faith is so valuable.  Our Physician Father knows what medicine we need to heal our souls and will administer it whether we like the taste of it or not. 


 His ways are the ways of a shepherd, a father, a master builder, a physician, and of a husband who loves his bride.  His way is to perfect us not to coddle us.  His way is to purify a people for His own inheritance, not to leave us in our trespasses and sins.  His way is to use us to benefit His other children, our brothers and sisters, our family.    His ways are not our ways.  We tend to be soft with those we love while He is determined to destroy all the enemies of those He loves, even if those enemies are housed in our own souls, even if in destroying our enemies we feel like He is destroying us. 


Learn His ways so you can enter His rest, so you can know that all is well.  The world tempts us to expect things from God that He does not promise. These expectations rob us of the rest that is the fruit of knowing God and His ways. 

