Do | choose God or does God choose me?

Why would God
choose me? Who, me?

It was summer in the inner city. Anthony, Karly, Amber, and
Jensen were with their suburban high school youth group for a
work mission with some of the poorest and least-advantaged
kids in a city more than a thousand miles from their homes.
Their youth group was in charge of leading a vacation Bible
school for the children of Hope Community Church, which met
in a building that had more bullet holes than anyone cared

to count. Each day, a small team from the youth group was in
charge of introducing the Bible verse and theme for the day,
then choosing songs, skits, and stories to illustrate that theme.
The four were drinking ice water at the table in their hosts’
non-air conditioned home while planning tomorrow'’s theme.

“So how are we supposed to convince these kids that God
chooses them?” asked Jensen.

“Yeah,” said Karly. “Most of them have never had anybody
choose them before. They won’t have any idea what we're talk-
ing about.”

Amber sighed and fanned herself with her notebook. “If
there’s anything I've learned in the three days we’ve been here
it’s that these kids are smart. There’s something in their eyes
that says they know more than any kid should.”

“But it's not ‘good’ stuff,” lamented Anthony. “They know
dads leave and moms go to jail; that big brothers get shot, and
grandmas fall down the stairs and can’t take care of you any-
more. You end up living with 10 other kids you aren’t related
to in a foster home.”
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“Or you hit the streets and join a gang to get by,” Amber
Jjumped in. “You're right. Nobody’s choosing these kids. When I
went to Sunday school I learned that God was like a heavenly
Father. That worked for me because I know my dad loves me.
Even since he and my mom divorced he stays close to me. Some-
times we even have dinner together as a family. He chooses to be
with me.”

Karly tapped her pencil to her chin. “A few of these kids have
been adopted. Maybe we can talk about God choosing them like
an adoptive mom chooses her new child. We adopted my brother
from an orphanage in Guatemala when he was three. It was
pretty cool. We love telling him the story that he was chosen by us
even when his biological parents couldn’t any more.”

“But what about the other kids in the room who will never be
adopted?” Anthony insisted. “Won’t they wonder what’s wrong
with them? The last thing we want to do is alienate them more.
We're supposed to be helping!”

Ice clinked in glasses as they sipped in silence.

Jensen'’s face lit up. “How about the Uncle Sam poster changed
to show Jesus: I WANT YOU!” The other three only stared. “Okay,
okay. Bad idea. I'm grasping here.”

“We all are, Jensen, ” sighed Karly. “Maybe we should read the
Bible verses again and see if anything comes to us.”

“Good idea, Karly. You read the first passage, and I'll take the
second one,” said Amber. “Jensen, you're the artist in the group.
Draw anything that comes to mind as we read. The rest of us will
take notes as we go. Ready?”
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And so everything has being because
of Godr love.

—Julian of Norwich, Meditations with Julian of Norwich."* Julian of Norwich
was a 14th-century mystic who received 16 visions and wrote about God’s
goodness, love, and being in us.

(START THE CONVERSATION )

Doers the Bible get in the way of Jesus
message”?

One of the loveliest aspects of the New Testament is Jesus’
willingness to teach everyone who was receptive, including the
disempowered and social outcasts. In fact, some of those who
were receptive were the people who did not already believe
they had the answers and who were not invested in the status
quo. How does one offer this part of the Bible story to people
who—like the fictional children from the lesson’s story—have
not experienced dependable love and security? In what ways
can the language and examples of the Bible, couched in an
ancient context, get in the way of someone today understand-
ing it? In what ways can they be welcoming? If you were one of
the kids sitting around the table in this story, what suggestions
would you make?
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( BIBLICAL PERSPECTIVES )

How do we enter the conversation?

Despite a long history of animosity between Jews and Samari-
tans, in John 4:7-42 we have a story of Jesus sitting alone by a
well and engaging a Samaritan woman in conversation. Jesus
did not scorn to teach a Samaritan woman, who by virtue of
her gender and her community would have been dismissed by
most Jews of Jesus’ day. Jesus chose to open the conversation,
to choose her.
Jesus chooses all of us. We

 Taui T oven J
have the opportunity—as the

Suppose gou rd gourself tatbing Samaritan woman did—to
with soeone from youp school who stay and listen and learn

Jeele afowe amd ie i a great deal how to live. We do not have
of emotional pain. QYou would like to become someone other

to comfot this pepson by shaping than we are right now before
Tecus' hescage. CHlow would gou becoming a disciple. Jesus no

act? What wopds op gestupes longer walks among us as a
would you 1se? man, however. How can we

enter the conversation? How
can we invite others to join us?
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| have wandered in pursuit of voicers that
drew me, yet led me nowhere.

Now let me rit in peace and listen to Your
words in the soul of my rsilence.

—Rabindranath Tagore, The Heart of God: Prayers of Rabindranath Tagore."® Tagore was an
Indian poet, musician, and thinker who received the Nobel Prize in literature in 1913.

What about those whorse need is great?

Isaiah 49:8-16 gives us a series of comforting affirmations of
God'’s dedication to God’s chosen people: God will answer.
God will call them out of darkness and guide them home from
all directions. They will not be troubled by weather, hunger, or

thirst. God is more faithful to

God’s people than a nurs-
ing mother to her child. This
could provide great com-
fort and joy for those who
accept that God has chosen
them. What, however, would
it mean for people who

are troubled by darkness,
weather, hunger, and thirst?
Is it likely that someone who
is homeless, for example,

would feel “chosen”? How can people who are

CTALH IT OVER )

Ch/@ i it g0 diffjcult to accept
that God has chosen ue? What
kinde of expepiences would Make
this easiep to accept? Moe diffy-
cult? What is oup pesponsibility
towapd those who have peasom to

Jeel left out of God's love?

deeply in need trust and rest in God’s faithfulness
to them—regardless of life’s struggles?
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Ir unconditional love a prerequisite?

Perhaps you can think of students from your school who would
have little or no experience with unconditional love and accep-
tance. Maybe this is you or one or more of your friends. How

would this reality impact a person’s

go that they wepe peceptive to
what he taught?

ability to accept that he or she is
chosen by God? If an individual

Qlow did Tesus bpeak down does not feel chosen and loved by
bayieps that sepapated people someone, how is this person likely
to behave toward others? Not expe-

riencing love could easily lead to
unlovely behavior, which is likely
to lead to more rejection. Is unconditional love
experienced in life a prerequisite for the ability to
believe that God loves unconditionally?

ey

[TIorAL MEMBERSHIP I THE SEVEN LARGEST MAIN—
Live Proresranr bDenuomiarions—Unires Mernopisr,
EvangeLicarL Lurneran, Episcorar, Presayrerian
Choren (USA), Discieies o Curisry, Uiren Cuuvrcen
oF Curisr, and American Baprisr Cuvrcnes—rerL
A toraL oF /.4 percewr From 1995 ro 2004,
BASED OM TALLIES REPORTED TO THE YEARBOOK OF
Arerican and Canabian Chvrcnes.

—Cathy Lynn Grossman, “Some Protestant churches feeling ‘mainline’ again”'*
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Can evil change?

One winter’s day a farm-hand found a snake frozen stiff

with the cold, and moved bq compassion he picked it up

and put it in his bosom. But with the warmth its natural

instinct returned, and it gave its benefactor a fatal bite.

As he died he said: | have got what | deserve for taking
pity on an evil creature.”

—Aesop, Fables of Aesop™®

But | say to you, Love your enemies and pray for those
who persecute you, so that you may be children
of your Father in heaven. (Mathew 5:44-45)

This story shows that even the greatest kindness cannot

change a bad nature. Aesop is thought to have been an

ugly, misshapen slave from the 6th century B.c.
Imagine a conversation between Jesus and Aesop.

What do you think they would say to one another? /
M
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o8 ( RESOURCE )

...400-0"’ FYI

National suicide and depression hotlines are available
from anywhere in the United States and Canada. Visit

www.befrienders.org/support/helplines.asp to locate

[ ]
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@ Why would God choose me when | don'’t
[ |

e

- these numbers.
even like myrelf?

A 2001 poll conducted by the magazine Campus

Life revealed that 52 percent of readers struggled (CHQLLE“GE)
with depression, but only 16 percent had been

Take a few minutes to imagine one specific
thing you can do this week to demonstrate
unconditional love for someone you
know—and then do it.

°

[

o ing a sense of shame over being depressed since
@ Jesus promises abundance in a truly faithful life.
® The Campus Life report, however, stresses that
® doubt and other issues of spirituality usually are
° “the result of depression, not the cause” and
°
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that if you are depressed, talking with a pastor

or other professional counselor is the most use-
ful response.™
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diagnosed with the illness. Readers reported feel- 0
o
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LDear Lod,
Jesus gives us a lived example of unconditional ’
love for others. As a part of the body of Christ,

what does it mean to have unconditional love
for ourselves?

ey us to believe you have chosen us. Then, please hedp

us to e owr lives in a tnanner that demonstiates owr joy
n yow Gift. Cimen.

¢
Take a few minutes to write down examples
you've encountered of unconditional love. ]
® Talk with your group about how those [
8 examples apply to loving yourself.
’
[ ]
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