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Coming to
Jesus is the
height of
paradox —

Jesus asks
us to give
up our life
so that we
can win it

back.

Suffering and Worship

The crowd joined in the attack against
Paul and Silas, and the magistrates
ordered them to be stripped and beaten.
After they had been severely flogged, they
were thrown into prison, and the jailer
was commanded to guard them carefully.
Upon receiving such orders, he put them
in the inner cell and fastened their feet in
the stocks. About midnight Paul and Silas
were praying and singing hymns to God,
and the other prisoners were listening to
them. (Acts 16:22-25)

How many times in our society do we
rationalize Christianity in a North
Americanized version of individualization and
commercialism? Sometimes I think we have lost the
essence of salvation — we are saved from the power
of evil, exchanging eternal life in hell for life
everlasting with Jesus. But for some unexplained
reason, we are satisfied with a promotion, a new car,
a nice house.

We are captivated by the immediate.

I have no doubt that the power of the Holy
Spirit is there to lead and guide us, to teach us in
right living. He heals, restores and equips us. But
coming to Jesus is not a remedy for daily problems.
Sometimes it increases them. Coming to Jesus is the
height of paradox — Jesus asks us to give up our life
so that we can win it back. We may receive
persecution, criticism, lose friends, have to forgo a
promotion because the ethics of the new position
stand against the integrity Christ wants us to live by.

Sometimes following Jesus means following a
pathway that is unexpected. I remember when I left
my last pastoral position. I left confident that I was
supposed to do a new thing. But I had no idea what
that was! I took 3 months to pray and seek God for
his guidance. Peers and older Christians saw my
decision as irresponsible. But I truly believe that
God called me to that period of rest and seeking.

Historically, radical Christians have made
decisions that did not make sense to success oriented
friends and relatives. Look at Paul. He had a high

Gareth helping Outtatown Discipleship School students
make sandwiches to hand out to the people living in the

Guatemala City dump.

position in the church. He was educated and
respected. When he began to follow Jesus his life
took a radical shift — a shift that startled many of
his rabbi friends.

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the
painful trial you are suffering, as though
something strange were happening to you.
But rejoice that you participate in the
sufferings of Christ, so that you may be
overjoyed when his glory is revealed. If you
are insulted because of the name of Christ,
you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and
of God rests on you. If you suffer as a
Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise
God that you bear that name. (1 Peter 4:12-
14,16)

Our generation seems to believe that life
with Jesus is success defined by worldly
standards — a good job, a good family, a good
reputation. It seems like we evaluate our position
with Christ by the amount of money we earn, the
status of our position and the ease of gaining
increased success. Testimonies seem to have a
common theme — “life before Christ was filled
with troubles, but when I accepted Jesus all my
troubles went away.”



Temporary homes built by the 10,000 people who live and
work in the Guatemala City dump.

Christ restores and renews our lives, gives us focus and
purpose. And often times, because of that, our lives do become
more deliberate and measured in discipline, energy and passion.
But life is not always a “bed of roses.” Trials and suffering will
happen but we don’t walk through them alone. We walk with One
who holds us in our hour of deepest need.

The challenge of living a life of worship is to worship God in
the good and the bad. Having his praise on our lips when life
sucks! Worshipping him even when we are suffering, in pain or
experiencing oppression, trial or grief isn’t easy but it is necessary.

I just returned from a month of ministry in Guatemala and
Belize. God is doing some awesome things in the lives of the
students from the Outtatown Discipleship School. During my last
week, about 30 older adults came down with Canadian Mennonite
University’s “Adventure for the Soul” tour — two weeks exploring
Guatemala and interacting with a variety of ministries.

On a Sunday afternoon, halfway through their trip, the group
was struck by a shockingly unexpected event. While swimming in
the Pacific Ocean, a riptide swept a number participants off their
feet. Two people, the administrator of the program and a
participant, were unable to get their footing. The tide carried them
far from shore. They needed help to get back.

The administrator coached the participant to keeping calm.
They floated and treaded water until a boat finally came to the
rescue. As the participant reached out
to steady herself by hanging on to the
boat, the administrator lost her life.

In the flurry or excitement and
panic to rescue the two women, the
group lost track of the others. One
other participant had also lost his
footing and his life to the whim of the
ocean.

The experience of grief was filled
with pain. There was a sense of
disbelief — as if what had happened
was just a bad dream and they would
wake up in the morning and
everything would be back to normal.
As I sat with the grieving spouses the
evening before they flew home I
became incredibly aware of my
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inability to comfort — the lack of adequate vocabulary to
console. And yet, I also felt the power of God accomplish
what I couldn’t for these grieving people as they looked to
him for strength that wasn’t in them, or me, to give.

Suffering, loss and pain is a reality. When we
experience suffering, either because of personal loss or
persecution — worship takes on a different dimension. Our
lament and complaints draw us back to the arms of the
Father who holds us and comforts us. There we experience
the strength of having suffered — in a small way — as our
Saviour has suffered and, again — in a small way —receiving
the indescribable comfort that he also received. Our worship
miraculously enables us to praise in spite of our pain.

Our North American experience of Christianity is not
the norm. In many other parts of the world living the
Christian life means sacrifice, giving up, persecution and
even death. Few evangelists will use an altar call that says:
“Come accept Jesus and you’ll be asked to die in service for
him. Who will answer his call?” But God asks of us to die
for him.

Several years ago I spoke at a youth retreat. The youth
pastor told me that a number of kids coming had been
attending the youth group but had never responded to an
invitation to invite Jesus to be a part of their lives. They all
enjoyed going to the youth group but never felt that they
wanted to give their lives to God. He asked me if I could
give an opportunity to accept Jesus following one of my
talks.

On a Saturday night I spoke of biblical and historical
characters who answered God’s call of salvation and gave
up their lives to serving him, some in terrible circumstances,
others in literally giving their lives in death. I then gave the
teens an opportunity to invite Jesus into their lives, stressing
that life would not necessarily become easier. It might
become more difficult because they would have to daily
choose to die to themselves and live for Jesus. And it might
also mean that God would call them to serve him in a way
that could cause their deaths. Then I asked, “If you are
willing to say yes to Jesus, even if it may mean that you will
die for having that name, put up your hand.”

I wasn’t expecting anyone to respond. I could have
toned the message down and made it easy to respond but |
felt that wouldn’t be truthful to what I felt God wanting me
to say.

Five kids responded. The
youth pastor was perplexed
because it wasn’t a message
that made it easy to want to
become a Christian. As he
prayed and spoke with the
students he found that the
reason they wanted Jesus was
because it was something
worth giving your life for.
Anything less was really no
different than what their lives
already were. They already
had “the good life.” What they
wanted was something worth
living for because it was
something worth dying for.
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Believers throughout the ages have encountered more
difficulties after their conversions than before they came to Christ.
Hebrew 11 lists many people who lived by faith even though, when
they died, they still had not received the promise of that faith. In
spite of their trials and suffering they continued to live in faith
(Heb 11:13). The life of the Anabaptists in the early 1500’s is
another example of costly Christianity. Living for Christ did not
mean the absence of trials or suffering in life then and it still
doesn’t today.

Sammy Tippit said; “Christianity is the glory and grace of
God in the heart of the hurting believer. A Christian receives no
exemption from the hurts of humanity. It's often in the midst of
suffering that the Christian learns to worship Jesus Christ. He
learns to appreciate and adore Him as he gains a greater
understanding of Christ's suffering. It's in the trying circumstances
that his understanding of God's love is deepened.”

In Fox’s Book of Martyrs are many stories of people whose
life of praise and worship to God in the midst of persecution and
death caused many to turn and worship Jesus. One story tells about
the martyrdom of Faustines and Jovita who were brothers and
citizens of Brescia, Italy. Fox writes; “their torments were so many,
and their patience so great, that Calocerius, a pagan, beholding
them, was struck with admiration, and exclaimed in a kind of
ecstasy, ‘Great is the God of the Christians!” For which he was
apprehended, and suffered a similar fate.”

I admit that my own worship in the midst of suffering or
persecution has been limited. But I sense that our easy North
American Christian life is about to get shaken up. Our “Christian
countries” are losing their affinity to Christ’s values. A person
from the former Soviet Union was asked to comment on his
perspectives of North American Society over against the regimes
of Communism under which he grew up. His response was that it
was frightening to see North American society rushing madly into
the same abyss that Russia is now trying to crawl out of — a life
without God.

In a sense we are always bound to repeat history. And the
church throughout history has gone from a persecuted church to a
stabilizing force in society and then to complacency and
irrelevance. In North America public opinion is quickly
gravitating to anything that isn’t Christianity. Our time of freedom
of expression and worship is coming to an end — even in our
tolerant society. Because the one thing tolerant societies cannot
stand are absolutes. Jesus said, “I am the way, the truth and the life.
Now one comes to the Father except through me.”

When suffering, persecution, trials of all kinds come — will we
be found as a people who worship Jesus in the midst of them?

Normally I end each article with a few steps to grow in
learning how better to worship God in the particular focus of the
article. But how do I provide steps for worshiping God in
suffering? Perhaps these few steps are not too trivial to be helpful
for I sense that as you do go through trials and suffering, God’s
Spirit will guide you to the places you need to go to be comforted
and encouraged.

1. Suffering is real. — Some religions (such as Hinduism,
Christian Science) believe that suffering is just illusion. But
the pain, grief, and sorrow that we experience in this life is not
imaginary. It is real. We cannot talk about suffering in some
detached theological manner. Anguish, distress, torment, and
agony cannot be reasoned away by some appeal to a few
Scriptures taken out of context. Suffering was so real that
Jesus himself came to live in it, experience the full depth of it,

Gareth with some of the participants at a orship seminar
he lead at Jaguar Creek Environmental Research Facility

conquer it, and redeem it. His suffering was real. So is
ours.

2. Suffering came into the world as a result of the fall
of humanity. — Death, pain, grief, loneliness,
persecution, rejection and all other types of suffering
were not part of God's original world. God is not the
author for all the bad things that happen in the world.
We, all of humanity, prove ourselves to be children of
Adam as we follow our sinful desires instead of
following Jesus. We are the ones to blame for the curse
that the world is under.

3. Godisin control and sovereign over all events. —
Suffering is real, but it is not the only reality. There is
more to life than pain. God is in charge and nothing
happens apart from his knowledge or involvement at
some level. God will use and is using the suffering of
this world for his own purposes.

4. Read the biblical texts that speak of the suffering
servant (Isaiah 40-55). We have not yet suffered to the
extent that our Lord Jesus has suffered. Yes, our
suffering is real but there is one who suffered for us. He
knows our pain. He will help us to bear it.

— E%

and Retreat Centre in Belize

Gareth Leads Worship Seminar
in the Jungles of Belize
Central America

Mark and Karen McReynolds, friends of Gareth since
they attended seminary together in Fresno, California, are
directors of an environmental education / research facility
and retreat centre for Target Earth Int’l.

Gareth presented a seminar on worship for about 35
participants from about 7 different denominational churches.
This was the first ecumenical worship seminar done in
Belize. What a joy to see people from a variety of
denominational backgrounds worshipping and learning
together.

One person mentioned that it was like a peace of heaven
to worship together with a focus on Jesus in spite of some of
the theological differences that so often keep us apart. PTL!



Mar 27-28
April 18

May 3-6

July 7
July 8-10
July 16-17
Aug 27-28

Sept ?

Oct 16-17

GARETH’S ITINERARY

Worship Training for Glencairn Mennonite
Brethren Church, Kitchener, ON.

Preach on “Worship”at South Point Community
Church, Leamington, ON.

Teach seminar on “Spiritual Transformation” at
CoiCom conference in Santa Cruz, Bolivia
(tentative)

Lead worship at inner city plunge for The
Gathering 04 - Mennonite Brethren Convention
Lead worship at The Gathering 04 - Mennonite
Brethren Convention, Toronto, ON

Preform marriage ceremony for Jeremy Pusey
and Marcy Walters in Fresno, CA

Preform marriage ceremony for Mike Chase and
Jenn Golem, Waterloo, ON

Teaching at Canadian Mennonite University’s
Outtatown School of Discipleship program
(tentative dates)

Worship Seminar for St Anne’s Community
Church, lead worship and preach. St Anne’s, ON

Heath and Gareth praying for Outtatown student Julianna -
one of two students baptised in a fountain in Antigua,
Guatemala

PRAISE and PRAYER

- Continue to pray for God’s timing in our desire to expand
the ministry of makeusholy through the addition of other
staff. — full time/part time — how to go about raising the
necessary funds for it, etc. We covet your prayers for us in
this process. We want to know his direction and timing.

- Gareth’s book is growing! He was able to accomplish a
fair bit of writing while in Guatemala this February and is
nearing completion of the writing portion — then comes the
editing! Praise the Lord for his faithfulness to this point. But
again, there are many hours of hard work left so pray that
God will give Gareth the insight and determination he needs
to complete the book. We hope to have the book ready to
publish sometime this summer in celebration of
makeusholy’s 10" anniversary. Keep praying for
diligence in writing.

- Pray for protection and provision for Gareth’s family.

- Praise God for the opportunity Gareth had to study
Spanish again while he ministered with the Outtatown
Discipleship School students in Guatemala this past
February. Praise the Lord for the extra encouragement he
has received from his Spanish teacher and the few extra
steps he was able to take in learning more of this language.
- Praise the Lord for his financial provisions to muh in the
past.

- Pray for a outpouring of finances for this spring and
summer season. Prayerfully consider how God might want
you to give in this season.

- Pray also that God would help to open up hearts of more
people to join together in contributing to the needs of muh.
Continue to pray for overflowing supply to meet God’s
timing regarding additional staffing.

To date, makeusholy still has some open schedule
for the spring and fall months. If there are ways in
which we can provide a service for you please don’t
hesitate to call the office or e-mail a request to us.
Thank you!

makeusholy
40 stirling avenue north
kitchener, on n2h 3g5

(519) 579-4321 (office)

(519) 579-5652 (fax)

(866) 228-5471 (toll free)
gareth@makeusholy.org
website: www.makeusholy.org
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