


'\ About This Week’s Writer

Jennifer Libertowski shares a farmhouse in Wakeman, Ohio with
Mark (her husband of five years), Katelyn (their beautiful baby
daughter), and Sheffield (their snotty Persian cat). Jen has just
embarked on her new career as a mother, but also works as a public
relations specialist for a national trade association.

Her hobbies include reading and sleeping—on those rare
occasions when Katelyn sleeps. Her favorite pastime, however, is
definitely talking! Jen has led several bible studies, most recently on
cultivating a healthy marriage, and has volunteered in a variety of
ministries.
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(§Talking to God

Father, help me see that

Love Letter

The Word of the Lord is right and true; he is faithful in
all he does.

The Lord loves righteousness and justice; the earth is
full of his unfailing love.

By the word of the Lord were the heavens made, their
starry host by the breath of his mouth.

He gathers the waters of the sea into jars; he puts the
deep into storehouses.

Let all the earth fear the Lord; let all the people of the
world revere him.

For he spoke, and it came to be; he commanded, and it
stood firm.

May your unfailing love rest upon us, O Lord, even as
we put our hope in you.

(Psalm 33, selected verses)

Daily 180

I said, “O Lord, have mercy on me; heal me, for I have
sinned against you.”  (Psalm 41:4)

al

I the people in my |ifhee are

Everyday Good

What “little” blessings have you experienced in the
past week? Maybe you got a phone call from an old
friend, a compliment at work, or an answer to prayer.
Thank God for those moments of grace.

Sparrow’s-Eye View
Leadership at the Highland Vineyard
= Pray for Joe and Lauren Hensley today. Joe is our
Connections Pastor at the Vineyard; Lauren oversees
the “Random Acts of Kindness” outreaches. Pray

that they’ll both be guided by the Spirit in their
ministries.

Your Personal Needs

= If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who
gives generously to all without finding fault, and it
will be given to him. (James 1:5)

" Listening to God

The Main Event:
Second Thoughts:

James 2:1-4.

Journal

Every spring, my college sorority held a RUSH . . .
but maybe we should have called it a cattle stampede!
Large groups of girls would be escorted from one
sorority house to the next. They only had time for a
short visit, so they quickly formed opinions of each
organization.

At the same time, those of us on the inside were
making judgments about them! I was an expert at sizing
‘em up in thirty minutes or less. While I chatted with a
prospect, I'd ask myself, “Is she the right material for
our chapter? Will I be proud to see her wear our
letters? Will she click with the other girls?”

I'd like to say I found it impossible to accept or
reject a person in half an hour . . . but it wasn’t hard!
It's amazing how quickly I could form lasting
impressions based on silly conversations.

I Samuel 16:1-13. (Samuel, a prophet, has been sent by God to designate David as the next king of Israel.)

Okay, most of us are a little past our sorority days.
But sometimes, we still act like it’'s Rush Season. Have
you ever met someone and decided you didn’t want to
know her better —in three minutes or less?

That approach doesn’t work for me. Time after
time, I end up making friends with people I never
thought I would “click” with. But I keep judgin’
anyway! So I have to ask myself —“What made me
think she wasn’t worth knowing? What opinions did I
form based on bad hair and halitosis?”

Think about that when you're in the grocery line
behind a lady with worn-out clothes and serious B. O.
Think about it when your obnoxious co-worker with
the social skills of a sea sponge visits your cube.
Remember that God’s opinion of them isn’t based on a
lack of showers or verbal missteps.

He knows they’re doing the best they can and
could use a hand. In fact, maybe that unpleasant
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person was placed in your path so you could learn to
love with no strings attached!

Today, challenge yourself to look past the surface
of at least one person you meet. Maybe it will be a less-
than-pleasant co-worker; maybe someone at church;
maybe the bag lady on Market Street. It might even be

a person who seems

Look past the cattle to have it all
stampede . right together — perhaps

; you judged her for
into the heart. being stuck up!

Thankfully, as
God reminds us in verse 7 of today’s Second Thoughts,
he never judges based on surface qualities. It shouldn’t
be our mode of operation, either. Make an effort this
week to look past the cattle stampede . . . right into the
heart. A

Along the Journey

Lord, help me to see people the way you do. Empower me to
|l ook beneath appearances
your eyes.
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(§Talking to God

Lord, thank you for
everything, so I can trust you to provide my needs.

Love Letter

I will extol the Lord at all times; his praise will always
be on my lips.

My soul will boast in the Lord; let the afflicted hear and
rejoice.

Glorify the Lord with me; let us exalt his name
together!

I sought the Lord, and he answered me; he delivered
me from all my fears.

Those who look at him are radiant; their faces are never
covered with shame.

This poor man called, and the Lord heard him; he
saved him out of all his troubles.

The angel of the Lord encamps around those who fear
him, and he delivers them! (Psalm 34:1-7)

Daily 180

I said, “O Lord, have mercy on me; heal me, for I have
sinned against you.”  (Psalm 41:4)

creat.

me and all t he
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Everyday Good

Do you have people in your life who always make you
feel better; always comfort and encourage you? Thank
God for them, and try to do the same for others.

Sparrow’s-Eye View
People in Your Life

* On Tuesday during Week 1, you wrote down a list of
people to pray for during the 20-Minute Challenge.
Why not look back to Week 1 now and ask God to
meet your friends’ needs?

Your Personal Needs

= If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who
gives generously to all without finding fault, and it
will be given to him. (James 1:5)

good t hi

Listening to God

The Main Event:  James 2:5-7.
Second Thoughts: Matthew 19:16-24.

Journal

It was just another night in front of the television
when a story on 60 Minutes grabbed my attention —and
wouldn’t let go. The topic was Sudanese refugees who
were driven out of their villages and left to wander the
desert with nothing to eat. Some of them saw family
members killed or forced into slavery for the crime of
being a Christian. Out in the sandy wasteland they
drank their own urine to stay hydrated. Only a few
survivors finally made it across the desert to refugee
camps in neighboring countries.

Church groups worked hard to relocate these “Lost
Boys” to the U.S. But the American culture was a huge
shock to them! They couldn’t grasp why we treat our
dogs and cats so well while there are homeless people
wandering the streets. They didn’t understand why
someone stole their bikes after promising to watch over

them.

It was interesting to see American culture from an
outsider’s perspective. But more than that, I was struck
by the Lost Boys’ amazing faith. A reporter asked how
they managed to be so positive after swimming across
crocodile-infested waters. They smiled and said, “It’s
because God himself brought us to the other side.”

I felt a little embarrassed about my faith after that.
The reason is found in today’s Second Thoughts: “It is
easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle
than for a rich person to enter the Kingdom of God.”
Jesus” words hit pretty close to home for this “rich”
American girl.

The poor have nothing to lean on when Satan
invades their lives. They can’t call their lawyer to get
them out of a tight bind. They can’t dip into their
savings to pay for that vacation they “need.” When
things get tough for a Believer who has nothing, the
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only place he can turn is the Source of Everything!

But how many times have [ tried to rely on myself
instead of depending on God? I like to take the bull by
the horns and drive ahead! Unfortunately, that usually
crowds God out of the picture.

So here’s my challenge to you (and myself): the
next time you're in a tough situation, resist the urge to
act immediately with your own resources. But don’t
surrender to God because you're utterly helpless — by
the world’s definition, you probably aren't.

Instead,

The next time y oure surrender  because
in a tough situation, God's solution to the
dilemma is

resist the urge to act
immediately with
your own resources.

guaranteed to be
better than yours.
Surrender  because
no matter how tight
your finances might be, you are still one of the world’s
rich. Surrender because camels can’t make it through
needles. And most of all, surrender because you have
an intense need to practice for heaven, living in
complete dependence on God for all your needs.

Giving up control isn't an easy thing for rich
people. It feels much safer to rely on money and
connections, thank you very much. But that isn’t the
way to live in the presence of God.

Maybe if we’'d taken swimming lessons with
crocodiles, you and I would have an easier time
remembering that. A

Along the Journey

Lord, my prayer today 1is
me for the times I tried to handle things on my own. Help me
remember that you are the source of everything, and I need to
seek you first.
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(§Talking to God

God, help me keep a tighter reign on my tongue—starting today.

Love Letter

Your love, O Lord, reaches to the heavens, your
faithfulness to the skies.

Your righteousness is like the mighty mountains, your
justice like the great deep.

O Lord, you preserve both man and beast. How
priceless is your unfailing love!

Both high and low among men find refuge in the
shadow of your wings.

They feast on the abundance of your house; you give
them drink from your river of delights.

For with you is the fountain of life; in your light we see
light.

Continue your love to those who know you, your
righteousness to the upright in heart.

(Psalm 36:5-10)

Daily 180

I said, “O Lord, have mercy on me; heal me, for I have
sinned against you.”  (Psalm 41:4)

Everyday Good

Part of what gives meaning to my life is knowing that
people depend on me. Do you have folks in your life
who rely upon you? If so, thank God for the privilege
of ministering grace to them!

Sparrow’s-Eye View
Vineyard Ministries

* In homes across Louisville every week, GROW
Gatherings (made up of men and women from the
Vineyard) meet in homes. These are groups where
people can connect with each other and be
strengthened to live out their faith. Pray that God
will use our mini-communities for his purposes.

Your Personal Needs

= If any of you lacks wisdom, he should ask God, who
gives generously to all without finding fault, and it
will be given to him. (James 1:5)

Listening to God

The Main Event:  James 2:12-13.
Second Thoughts: Psalm 15:1-5.

Journal

The ability to speak is a great thing. We can
communicate with one another, show mercy to people
who are hurting, and encourage each other.

On the other hand, the tongue can be a weapon of
destruction. I don’t have to think very hard to
remember the last time I sharpened my tongue to a
razor point and let it rip!

I can also remember being the victim of a sharp
tongue. Most of us have probably overheard things
that we would gladly trade it for a punch in the gut.
Words hurt like nothing else.

Still, when we read a passage from Scripture like
today’s Main Event, our first temptation is often to
figure out a reason why it doesn’t apply to us! Okay,
I'm not always merciful with my words. But I don’t
cheat on my husband or kill people. Doesn’t that count

for something?

Unfortunately, God is pretty concerned about my
everyday actions. If I use that razor-sharp tongue to
flay someone up one side and down the other, today’s
Main Event warns me that I'll be held accountable by
the Man Upstairs.

Personally, I have an easy time getting pulled into
gossip. When it comes to gripe sessions at work, I can
dish it out with the best of them! So one way I've
begun putting a stop to my mouth is by asking close
friends for accountability. If they catch me letting
something—uh, unedifying—spill out, they gently
correct me. Even the fact that I asked has made me
more mindful that God and other people are listening.

Reading Scripture has also been important. One
night while I was praying about slanderous talk, I
opened my Bible and found Psalm 15. Now, when
those words “Girl, you won’t believe what I just heard”
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are about to come forth, that Psalm pops into my head.

I think each of us should put some “checks and
balances” on our speech. Find someone to hold you
accountable. Read Psalm 15 once a day. Or try
THINKing about your words before you turn them
loose on the world. You may think it's cheesy, but
here’s a tool I ran across that might help us mind our

verbal manners:
Is it true?
Is it helpful?
Is it inspiring?
Is it necessary?
Is it kind?
Next time some
choice words come to
mind, take a minute to THINK about it! Remember
how powerful your mouth can be.

Scalpels are sharp, and they’re used to heal.
Butcher knives are sharp, and they’re used for nothing
but cutting things to pieces. A mouth can perform
either function. So . . . what’s your sharpened tongue
going to do today? A

| think each of us
should put some
“checks and
balances” on our
speech.

Az—mH

Along the Journey

May the words of my mouth and the thoughts of my heart be
pleasing to you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.
(Psalm 19:14)
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(§Talking to God

Father, teach me to love God and people more deeply.

Love Letter
I waited patiently for the Lord; he turned to me and

heard my cry.

He lifted me out of the slimy pit, out of the mud and
mire;

He set my feet on a rock and gave me a firm place to
stand.

He put a new song in my mouth, a hymn of praise to
our God.

Many will see and fear and put their trust in the Lord.

Blessed is the man who makes the Lord his trust,

Who does not look to the proud, to those who turn
aside to false gods.

Many, O Lord my God, are the wonders you have
done.

The things you planned for us no one can recount to
you;

Were I to speak and tell of them, they would be too
many to declare!  (Psalm 40:1-5)

Daily 180

For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is
eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

Everyday Good

Thank God for the technology that keeps us connected
across the miles. From phones to e-mail to airplanes,
we have plenty of ways to stay in touch with far-flung
friends and family members.

Sparrow’s-Eye View
Missions

= Dr. K is a professor at a university in Nigeria.
(Because of the delicate political climate there, she’s
asked that her full name not be printed.) She’s
serving in Africa not only to educate students, but
also to introduce people to Jesus. Pray for this very
intelligent young woman, that God will keep her
safe, give her friendships with other believers, and
provide meaningful connections with students that
allow her to testify about God.

Your Personal Needs

= “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the
Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you,
plans to give you hope and a future.” (Jeremiah
29:11)

Listening to God

The Main Event:  James 2:14-18.
Second Thoughts: [ John 2:3-11.

Journal

Hopefully, there’s someone in your life who says
she loves you. Maybe it’s a sibling; maybe your best
friend who's “closer than a sister.”

Now imagine that even though this person says she
cares, she doesn’t show it! She never calls or e-mails,
even on your birthday. And if you need a ride when
you're in trouble, you better call a cab.

At first you think maybe it's your fault somehow.
So you redouble your efforts, offering to take her to
dinner (and even pay for the babysitter) But after she
ditches you for the third this month, you start to
question whether things are getting a little one-sided.
Her fake smile and phony “How have you been?” are

only good for so long.

We know instinctively that if we love someone, our
lives will reflect it in actions. That's why in today’s
Second Thoughts, John says, “whoever claims to [know
Christ] must walk as Jesus did” (I John 2:6).

Now, John is not saying that in order to “get
saved” (receive God’s free gift of heaven), you need to
have your life in order first. It's hard enough to do that
after God has become our friend! But John is proposing
that once Jesus has rescued us from our sins, we ought
to show some gratitude. Otherwise, the friendship will
be pretty one-sided.

So if we're supposed to imitate Christ, how did he
live on earth? Well, he reached out to people society
considered unlovable. He gave second chances to
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friends who turned their backs on him. He showed
patience for pigheaded people; cared for the sick and
wept for the dead. His life was a gift of love to his

friends —and

Displaying real remember, that
included Judas, who

IO\_/e—for your betrayed him with a
friends; your kiss!

enemies; your
God—is not an
easy thing.

Displaying  real
love —for your friends;
your enemies; your
God—is not an easy
thing. But the Bible is
clear in I John 2:11—if we can’t manage to love the
people around us, we have to question whether we
truly know God.

The Almighty is holding up his side of the bargain.
He guides you with the Spirit's wisdom. He wakes you
each morning for another day of life, and promises to
share heaven with you forever!

Showing him love in return is simple. Not easy, but
simple: just love everyone the way he does.

No one can do that perfectly. But in light of what
he’s done for us, the least we can do is try. A

Along the Journey

Lord, forgive me for being selfish with my affection. Help me
to show love for others as a way of loving you.
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(§Talking to God

Lord, thank you for the

Love Letter

We have heard with our ears, O God; our fathers have
told us what you did in their days, in days long
ago.

With your hand you drove out the nations and planted
our fathers; you crushed the peoples and made our
fathers flourish.

It was not by their sword that they won the land, nor
did their arm bring them victory; it was your right
hand, your arm, and the light of your face, for you
loved them.

You are my King and my God, who decrees victories
for Jacob. Through you we push back our enemies;
through your name we trample our foes.

I do not trust in my bow, my sword does not bring me
victory; but you give us victory over our enemies,
you put our adversaries to shame.

In God we make our boast all day long, and we will
praise your name forever. (Psalm 44:1-8)

Daily 180

For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is
eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 6:23)

talents

and abilities you’' ve

Everyday Good

What would you miss most about Earth if you moved
to another planet? Trees; grass; the way flowers come
up in the spring? Think about the beautiful works of
God’s hand, then thank him for them!

Sparrow’s-Eye View
Leadership of Our Nation and Community

= Pray for Kentucky’s Senators, Mitch McConnell and
Jim Bunning. Ask God to guide all of their decisions.

= Most of the time, we only think about police officers
when their lights are flashing in our rearview mirror.
But today, pray for the ones who serve us in
Louisville —for their safety, for strength in a difficult
job, and for integrity in enforcing the laws.

Your Personal Needs

= “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the
Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you,
plans to give you hope and a future.” (Jeremiah
29:11)

" Listening to God

The Main Event:
Second Thoughts:

James 2:19-26.

Journal

For several years, my Christian “walk” was more
of a standstill. I went to church when I felt like it. I
never volunteered my time or built my friendship with
God. My belief in Jesus was strictly an insurance policy
to ensure a free ticket to heaven.

Then towards the end of college —at a time when I
lived to party —God started to wake me up. I realized
that lukewarm faith wasn’'t good enough, and
something needed to change.

Of course, thinking about surrendering my life to
God was easy. Actually doing it was another story! I
was having a great time drinking every weekend, and I

Genesis 22:1-14. (This is the Bible story that James references to in verse 21 of the Main Event.)

didn’t want Jesus to get in the way.

So I started to turn my life around . . . slowly. 1
wanted an escape route handy if I didn’t like the “God
lifestyle”! I went church, but that was all: I snuck in
and snuck out. It took me a while before I was ready to
sacrifice my time and talents for Jesus.

Sometimes, the opportunities God had for me to
serve took a while to find. Occasionally, 1 even
weaseled out of them! But I can honestly tell you this —
there’s nothing like the fulfillment you gain when you
know you're in the middle of God’s will. After all, he
made you with talents for a purpose—and it wasn't
just to earn a paycheck.

Serving is really a natural extension of faith in God.
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In today’s Main Event, James tells us that “Abraham
believed God, and it was credited to him as
righteousness.” Translation: Abraham ‘s faith turned
into actions.

In that verse, James refers back to one of the
strangest stories in the Bible. In Genesis, God told
Abraham to offer his only son on the altar.

We know now that our God isn't into human
sacrifice —this was only a test of Abraham’s faith. But
Abraham didn’t get the memo! It must have been the
hardest thing he ever did to climb Mount Moriah with
Isaac in tow.

Now, Abraham could have said, “God, I know you
promised to make my descendents into a huge nation.
So obviously, I must have heard you wrong about this
Isaac thing. Why
don’t my son and I

If I'm not letting God
impact my life ina | just stay here, and
profound way, how Y°u can  find

somebody else to
much dol actually . o, the chopping
trust him?

block?”

But  Abraham
had unshakable faith in God —even when the Lord
seemed (let’s be honest) downright cruel. So Abraham
took his son and headed up the mountain. He didn’t
falter until God ended the test at the last possible
moment, just as Abraham was about to swing his knife.

God isn't asking us to sacrifice our children today.
But here’s the question James has for us: “If I'm not
letting God impact my life in a profound way (like
Abraham), how much do I actually trust Him? If 1
never do anything to serve Jesus, is my faith real?”

Volunteering for ministry is not something we
should do when we get guilt-tripped by the pastor. It
ought to be our constant pastime! So look for a place to
put your talents to work. If you're not sure what your
gifts might be, just pick a place where your church has
a need and jump in! God can move you elsewhere
easily enough.

But in the mean time, you'll be putting feet on your
faith; turning fire insurance into an authentic
friendship with God. Once you get a taste of helping
other people, you won’t want to turn back.

I certainly don’t. I'd never return to my party days
now that I've had a taste of serving God. (Besides . . .
doing his will carries much less risk of a hangover.) A

Along the Journey

Lord, help me see how you want to use my gifts to do your
work. Give me opportunities to show people your love.
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(§Talking to God

Lord, guide me by your Spirit as I review James chapter 2. Show me where to focus my attention as I seek to learn from you.

Love Letter

Taste and see that the Lord is good; blessed is the man
who takes refuge in him.

Fear the Lord, you his saints, for those who fear him
lack nothing.

The lions may grow weak and hungry, but those who
seek the Lord lack no good thing.

The eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears
are attentive to their cry;

The face of the Lord is against those who do evil, to cut
off the memory of them from the earth.

The righteous cry out, and the Lord hears them; he
delivers them from all their troubles.

The Lord is close to the brokenhearted and saves those
who are crushed in spirit.

A righteous man may have many troubles, but the
Lord delivers him from them all;

He protects all his bones, not one of them will be

Everyday Good

“ ”

Has God ever said “no” to one of your prayer
requests—and you thanked him for it later? Today,
show God your appreciation for the way he guides
your life with his infinite wisdom . . . even if you don’t
always appreciate it at the time.

Sparrow’s-Eye View
Your Family
* On Saturdays during the 20-Minute Challenge, your
mission is to pray for your family! Today, ask God to
keep them safe from physical dangers. Pray for

wisdom for your relatives, too, so they can make
Godly choices every day.

Your Personal Needs

= “For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the
Lord, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you,

broken. (Psalm 34:8-19, selected verses) plans to give you hope and a future.” (Jeremiah
: 29:11)
Daily 180
For the wages of sin is death, but the gift of God is
eternal life in Jesus Christ our Lord. (Romans 6:23)
Listening to God
The Main Event:  James 2:1-26.
There are no Second Thoughts in today’s GodTi me.
Journal www.writingbygeorge.com/articles/

Ask God to show you something you didn’t see before

as you reread James chapter 2.

= A Backwards Glance. Look back at your Along the
Journey writings for the week. What has God
taught you from Scripture?

» To Love and to Serve. This week’s Journals
focused on loving and serving others. Today, think
of two people in your life: Someone you dislike
(perhaps with very good reasons) and someone
you love (like your significant other). Decide on at
least one action you can take to show each person
God’s love in the week ahead. If you need ideas,
you'll discover some ways to bless others at

beatitudes.php. A
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Lord, help me to demonstrate your love to all the people 1
encounter thisweek—e ven t he ones | djon’t |ike.
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