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Highest Worship--1993

Mitzi and I went to Ridgecrest in 1993 to attend Music Leadership
Week. It was informative and inspiring. Each day consisted of specific
classes with specific subjects and a joint worship service. Wow, what
an experience to be “in church” with 3,000 professional musicians!
The preaching was excellent, but the music was the most inspiring
experience I’ve ever had. One service stands out in my mind. After
getting home, I wrote the following poem to describe worship that day.

I couldn't sing.
Don't misunderstand.
I love to sing, I usually sing.
Singing is vital to my Christian faith.
God blesses me while singing,

and some even say my singing has blessed them.
But at this moment, as tears ran down my cheeks,

I couldn't sing.

Strange, since many around me were singing beautiful praise
to God.

I stood amid three thousand musicians lifting glorious
praise to our heavenly Father,
and yet, at the same time, I stood alone,
face to face with God in all of his holiness.
My head and heart said to sing,
But all I could bring forth was another tear.

Words like "majesty...holy...omnipotent...Father"
took on a much deeper, more relevant meaning.
God's love, and grace, and greatness overwhelmed me.
All that was lovely became lovelier;
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peace became more peaceful;
grace became fuller, deeper, more magnificent.
My senses crescendoed to new levels of awareness.
Every color was translucent, vivid, somehow purer.

The harmonizing sounds were better than perfect.
Could this be an infinitesimal glimpse of our heavenly body?
"Bless the Lord oh my soul, and ALL that is within me.
For the Lord is good and greatly to be praised."

God passed by Moses
who was in a cleft of a rock and covered by God's hand.
And yet, even still,
Moses' face shown with radiance
because he had been in the very presence of God.

Dear God:
Now that you have touched me in this highest worship,
May others see You,
Not only on my face,
But in my heart and actions every day.

“Ascribe to the Lord the glory due his name; bring an offering and come before
him. Worship the Lord in the splendor of his holiness”

(1 Chronicles 16:29)
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Despair--1998
Written 1 Sept. 1998

I just did the hardest thing I've ever had to do in my life--1 drove my
25-year-old son to a shelter for the homeless (CITA). I kicked him out
of my house, and I feel like I've lost a part of myself in the process. I
feel an emptiness, a void, a loneliness, like I've actually lost my son.
But worse than just losing him, I actively took part in “losing him.”
Strange I would feel this way, since I haven't really had my son for a
long time. Even though he was here, he wasn't here and wasn't part of
me. So why should I feel this emptiness now?

He prolonged leaving until the last possible moment. Perhaps more
evidence of his tendency to deny reality. He was clearly shaken, even
distraught. Probably scared. Mostly hopeless. When I came home from
work at 6 PM he was sitting in the study in the dark wearing a shirt
and tie with a ball hat so far down on his forehead that no one could
see him, nor he see them. Perhaps his appearance was a symbolic
gesture of deeper problems within him--a desire to be acceptable; an
inability to relate to people. The hat was his shield, his mask, his dark
cave. His body was twisted and contorted as he held his head in his
arm. At that moment he was a broken spirit and [ was a broken father.
That image will remain in my mind for a long time.

During our brief words while driving to CITA, I tried to reinforce my
desire for his success and my commitment to helping him obtain it.
But as many times in the past, I fear that my words came across too
judgmental. Were these words too few, too late? Did the circumstances
so overshadow any logical discussion that he couldn't even
comprehend my thoughts? Does he not believe me or trust me because
I'm letting him down by kicking him out? I feel so inadequate to
communicate and help, so helpless to make things better. But I'm at
my rope’s end in trying to help him.
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In saying good-bye, I hugged him. He shook my hand. "This is
emotional", he said with no emotion, as he turned away. Has he lost
all hope? Have 1?

Dr. Tony Evans says that God sends angels to comfort us while we are
waiting on answers to our specific prayers. That is a comforting
thought. God's Word, various Christian writings, and perhaps angels,
have been comforting Mitzi in recent days. She offered hope in this
otherwise painful situation. She observed that of all the decisions that
Steven could have made when leaving our house, he made the BEST
possible decision, i.e., to go to CITA. At CITA he has reasonable
living conditions and more importantly he will be exposed to the
Gospel. The ultimate answer is that Steven needs Christ in his life.
Christ's presence is hope (i.e., "assurance") that will overcome the
deepest despair.

Note: Steven left CITA that night or the next day. He walked and
hitchhiked to Miami where he lived on the street for a while. If I had
known that, I would have been in deeper despair.

"Come unto me, all ye that labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest.
Take my yoke upon you, and learn of me; for I am meek and lowly in heart: and ye
shall find rest unto your souls.”

(Matthew 11:28-29)
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Death 5 (Raymond F. Smith)—2023

Mitzi and I were in Branson, MO attending a Christian musical when
I received the call that my younger brother, Raymond, had died. It was
not a surprise, but it still hurt to receive that call.

The call came during the finale to a musical play at Sight & Sound
about Queen Esther. She was a Hebrew who lived in tumultuous times,
who became queen of Persia around 480BC, and risked her life to save
the Hebrews. A central theme that ran through the musical was “Be
still and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10)—a message we still need
to hear today. The concert hall was resonating with “Be Still” when
my sister, Roxanne, called to say Ray had passed. I was blessed to be
showered by Christian music at such a time, reminding me of God’s
grace, mercy, presence, and promises.

The last meaningful conversation I had with Ray was about 2 months
earlier. We both thought he had more time.

I mentioned previously that early in life I wasn’t very close to my
siblings due to our age differences. I became closer to Raymond and
Roxanne as our parents grew older. We had a common bond as we
watched our parents gradually fade away.

I would call Raymond about once per month just to chat. Living about
800 miles apart did not afford us much face time. When you “chatted”
with Raymond, you mostly listened. That was OK with me, but it was
hard to get a word in if I really wanted to contribute to the
conversation. We would mostly talk about family, hunting, guns, farm
animals, and health issues.

Ray suffered greatly in his later years. In a way, his passing was a
blessing. But we both thought he had more time. Ray had Lyme’s
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disease, prostate cancer, rheumatoid arthritis, COPD, damaged lungs,
and other ailments. His immune system was totally compromised;
when COVID hit he was very cautious about interacting with people.
Eventually he died of fungal meningitis after weeks of intense
diagnostics and treatment.

I visited him in the ICU for several days, but he was in a coma-like
state most of the time. He did “wake up” one morning and smiled at
me with those beautiful, twinkling blue eyes. He could only mutter one
or two words, but this allowed us one final connection.

The Bowling Family wrote a song called “Love the People That God
Gives You,” that could have been written about Ray’s death. It talks
about receiving a call about the death of a loved one, thinking there
was plenty more time to be together.

James 4:14 says: “Why, you do not even know what will happen
tomorrow. What is your life? You are a mist that appears for a little
while and then vanishes.” Life is short.

Moses said in Psalm 90:12 “...to number our days that we may get a
heart of wisdom.” I think what he meant by numbering our days is to
live knowing we have no guarantee of being alive tomorrow.

Jesus said the greatest commandment is to “Love the Lord your God
with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind”. He
said the second greatest commandment is to “love your neighbor as
yourself (see Matthew 22:37-40).”

The chorus of the Bowling song encourages us to love the people that
God gives us because we don’t know when God will call them home.
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I wish I’d spent more time talking with Raymond. I wish I’d asked him
to tell me some old stories that he remembered but I couldn’t.

I  presided over
Raymond’s funeral
on 31 March 2023.
We didn’t know how
many to expect. I was
surprised to see about
70 people attend.
Most were
Raymond’s
neighbors—Ilives he
had touched by
loving the people that God had given him. I doubt I will have a single
neighbor attend my funeral.

“...we know that when these bodies of ours are taken down like tents and folded
away, they will be replaced by resurrection bodies in heaven—God-made, not
handmade—and we’ll never have to relocate our “tents” again. Sometimes we can
hardly wait to move—and so we cry out in frustration. Compared to what’s
coming, living conditions around here seem like a stopover in an unfurnished
shack, and we’re tired of it! Weve been given a glimpse of the real thing, our true
home, our resurrection bodies! The Spirit of God whets our appetite by giving us a
taste of what’s ahead. He puts a little of heaven in our hearts so that we’ll never
settle for less.”

(2 Corinthians 5:1-5, The Message)
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