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The title for this series comes from a book written by Gary Haugen. Haugen is the founder of 
International Justice Mission, a human rights organization that is fighting for justice on behalf of 
poor and oppressed people around the world. In his book, he tells the story of a time when he 
was ten years old, and he was camping and hiking with his dad and two older brothers on Mt 
Rainier. His dad loved taking his sons on hikes up the mountain to experience the beautiful and 
grandeur. One day, his Dad decided to take them to see a breathtaking alpine meadow called 
Paradise. As they made the hike, his older brothers ran ahead at a pace that Gary could not 
match but his Dad always remained behind to walk with him. The path that they followed was 
well-traveled and paved leading eventually to a beautiful visitor’s center. But that’s where the 
paved trail ended – and on the other side of the visitor’s center was a large warning sign that 
listed all kinds of dangers ahead and recommended that only experienced climbers continue. 
His dad encouraged them to keep going that the hike to Paradise meadow would be worth it 
and his brothers eagerly ran ahead ignoring the warning sign altogether. But not ten-year old 
Gary. The hike to this point had been enough of an adventure to him and after reading the 
warning sign, his mind was filled with all manner of things that could go wrong. So he said, 
“Dad, that looks boring.” And instead, he convinced his Dad that he would rather remain at the 
Visitor’s Center with its exhibits and video displays about wildlife and the adventures of others 
who had climbed beyond this point. His Dad and brother went on ahead, and Gary remained at 
the Visitor’s Center for the rest of the afternoon. For the first hour or so, Gary enjoyed the 
visitor’s center but after looking at the same displays for the sixth and seventh times he wished 
he had not remained at the visitor’s center after all. And when his brothers and Dad finally 
returned, they were ecstatic with all they had seen and experienced. Theirs was the true 
adventure! And for the next 34 years, he regretted his decision. He had been on the trip but he 
missed the adventure – all because he lacked the courage to go where his father was leading. 
And in his book, Gary wonders how many of us are stuck at the visitor’s center – traveling with 
Jesus, but only to a point – and missing out on the greater adventure, unable or unwilling to 
move beyond where we are. 
 
Fear is a powerful force in our lives – and that can be a good thing. It is a gift from God. It is 
intended to help you when you face something that is threatening in order to save yourself. It is 
one of our defense mechanisms. In the middle of the night, our dog started growling. Barking at 
noises both real and imagined is normal, but growling got my attention. I was wide awake – all 
of my senses focused and I could hear something or someone was on our back deck. I sat up in 
bed and thought about waking Amanda to see if she would go investigate. I got up and went 
downstairs to discover a raccoon had been trying to get into the metal container on our deck 
where we store bird seed. Fear is a gift that God gave us for good, but then something 
happened. We read about this in the second and third chapters of the book of Genesis. Adam 
and Eve were in the garden. Everything was perfect, but then they ate the fruit that God told 
them not to eat and what’s the first thing that happens? They were afraid – so they hid. And 
ever since fear has been a problem. We are afraid of rejection and failure and not measuring up 
and fear of the unknown, the unexpected and sometimes we are even afraid of success. Fear 
easily takes hold, and the visitor center is far enough. Marketers have found ways to use fear so 
we will buy certain products, so we will vote for certain candidates, and so we will tune in and 
watch the news. Sometimes even preachers use it to scare the hell out of people. Fear is part of 
us. Fear also begets fear. If we live based on fear, what kind of life is that? Not the kind of life 
that we want. Jesus calls us to a better way. 



 
 
But that better way will take courage. We have a choice: remain in the comfort of the visitor 
center or take the path of adventure. And if we take the path of adventure, it could change your 
life and begin changing the world around you. But it will take courage. 
 
Let’s look at the story we find in Luke’s gospel. People were bringing babies to Jesus so that he 
would bless them, but the disciples scolded them. When Jesus saw what his disciples were 
doing, he was angry. He said: Let the children come to me. Don’t stop them, because God’s 
kingdom belongs to people like these children. I assure you that whoever doesn’t welcome 
God’s kingdom like a child will never enter it. What does he mean when he says we will never 
enter the kingdom of God unless we receive it like a child? And how could that change our 
lives? First, here’s what it doesn’t mean. Jesus is not talking about the hereafter; he’s talking 
about a way of living today so that the hereafter becomes a continuation of what we experience 
today. It’s living in a completely different way because we follow Jesus. And I think we want 
what Jesus offers, but how do we live this way? And Jesus says, it’s by coming to him like a 
child.  
 
Have I told you about my grandson? He’s now six weeks old, and on Friday I began my 
commitment to take care of him one day a week. And it was a great day! If you haven’t cared for 
a baby recently, he was totally dependent on me for everything. I could not leave him for a 
second – and I didn’t want to. He could not do anything by himself, even lifting his head was a 
challenge, so I had to carefully support his head. We went for a walk around Lake Nokomis. I 
was pushing his stroller when a woman ran by, stopped, turned around, and came back. She 
said, “I’m a pediatrician and I don’t want to tell you what to do but you are letting too much sun 
get on that sweet face.” I’m not sure but I think she meant Basil’s face, not mine! So I put a 
blanket over the front of the stroller but then I could not see his sweet face. My point is that he 
was even powerless to shield the sun from his own face. And Jesus is saying when you come to 
me in the weakness and vulnerability of a child that’s when you experience my way, my 
presence, my power, my life. And that takes courage. 
 
Matthew’s gospel makes this even clearer when Jesus says: I assure you that if you don’t turn 
your lives around and become like this little child, you will definitely not enter the kingdom of 
heaven. (Matthew 18:2) And here’s the challenge: we don’t like to be weak and dependent on 
anyone, which is why it is so easy to dismiss what Jesus is teaching and simply say, look how 
Jesus loves the children. I want that kind of love. But if that’s as far as we go, we will have 
overlooked the courageous message that could change us and start changing the world around 
us.  
 
We want what Jesus has to offer, but there is more to following Jesus that what we get. What 
we get is the easy part. We all want acceptance, forgiveness, and love, especially when it 
comes to us unconditionally. But following Jesus also involves giving. It involves doing, not as a 
kind of quid pro quo. Jesus loving us so that we will do what he wants us to do or we doing what 
he wants as a way of getting Jesus to love us. That would not be unconditional. Instead when 
we follow Jesus we also do what he says and in so doing, the love that we receive sticks and it 
grows. It’s what you discover in any healthy relationship. It is a combination of receiving and 
giving. And if all we ever do is take. That’s not a relationship. A few days ago, I made Amanda’s 
lunch for her to take to work and she asked me, “why are you doing this? You don’t have to do 
this.” And I said, “It’s my job to serve you. I want to serve you.” Because that’s a relationship. 
But frankly, when it comes to following Jesus, the doing aspect is the hard part. It’s far easier to 
focus on my needs and what Jesus can do to meet my needs. It’s easy to make my prayers all 



about me: I need this; I want that. But what if I could not do what I need to do to serve Jesus 
without prayer. That takes courage. Mother Teresa said that she could not imagine doing her 
work for more than 30 minutes without prayer. Do you and I have work that we can’t imagine 
doing for 30 minutes without prayer? That’s leaning into what it means to receive Jesus like a 
baby.  
 
Following Jesus means leaving the comfort of the visitor center, and courageously following the 
path of adventure. Because that’s where Jesus is going. And if we truly want to follow Jesus, we 
have to give up control. Last week I read these words from Nelson Mandela: Courage is not the 
absence of fear – it’s inspiring others to move beyond it.  
 
Myrtis Johnson was a member of our Messiah family who died in 2013. She loved to paint, and 
this is one of her painting that I have in my office. She and her husband joined Messiah in April 
1994. They had just moved to Ridgepointe from Marquette Michigan when someone at 
Ridgepointe invited them to come here to church. After attending one worship service, she said, 
we knew this would be our church. Her husband already diagnosed with cancer, died a year and 
a half later. Myrtis remained an active participant in the life of this church for many years. But 
several years before she died, she experienced health concerns preventing her from being 
here. She was in and out of the hospital numerous times. Eventually, her family decided she 
could no longer live on her own and while she was hospitalized they moved her to an assisted 
care facility in this community. I remember visiting with her after that move, and what she 
shared with me that day I’ve never forgotten. At first, she was hugely unhappy. The building was 
nice enough and the staff were kind and gracious – but all she could think about was what she 
had given up and how little she had. People who move into such a place generally have just one 
move left. But after living there for a few months something changed. She changed. (she found 
the courage to leave the visitor’s center and lean into what Jesus was teaching, but it took 
courage) She decided to get out of her room and to be an influence on others. At mealtime she 
sat at a table with the same people. She saw how others at her table were changing as a result 
of dementia and strokes. Betty was one of the people at her table. Betty had given up on faith 
and stopped going to church decades ago when she went through a divorce. Betty was also 
showing early signs of dementia. Myrtis had this practice of waking up at 5:00 each morning and 
spending the next two hours in prayer and bible reading. And one Sunday in the midst of her 
devotions, she felt called to share her faith with Betty before Betty would reach that place where 
she could no longer remember. What did Nelson Mandela say? Courage is not the absence of 
fear – it’s inspiring others to move beyond it. And that morning in a conversation between two 
friends, Betty’s life was transformed. Myrtis went on to tell me how she and Betty would pray 
together and attend worship. She was committed to keeping Betty on this side as long as 
possible – so she would not forget. 

One day the disciples would do something truly courageous. They would step outside their 
comfort zone. They would remember how Jesus said welcome me as a baby would. And they 
would move beyond fear and do what Jesus had taught them to do. And two thousand years 
later, we are here because they had the courage–courage that gave way to joy.  

 
Grow, Pray, Study for the Week of September 8, 2019 
 
Weekly Prayer: God of love and God of power, you do not leave us alone but call us by name 
and offer to guide us through life’s journey. Grant us the wisdom that we need and the courage 



that will be necessary to face every challenge and every obstacle. Let your light shine through 
us so others will see your love and power. Amen.  
 
Monday, September 9 
 
Scripture: Joshua 1:6-9 
Be brave and strong, because you are the one who will help this people take possession of the 
land, which I pledged to give to their ancestors. “Be very brave and strong as you carefully obey 
all of the Instruction that Moses my servant commanded you. Don’t deviate even a bit from it, 
either to the right or left. Then you will have success wherever you go. Never stop speaking 
about this Instruction scroll. Recite it day and night so you can carefully obey everything written 
in it. Then you will accomplish your objectives and you will succeed. I’ve commanded you to be 
brave and strong, haven’t I? Don’t be alarmed or terrified, because the LORD your God is with 
you wherever you go.” 
 
Observation: With the death of Moses, Joshua became the leader. God charged Joshua with 
the responsibility to lead the people where, forty years earlier, they had been unwilling to go. 
Four times in this chapter, we read the words “be brave and strong.” Courage and strength will 
be required in order to move forward in spite of obstacles and challenges along the way. With 
these qualities, they will be able to accomplish what God has promised.  
 
Application: Courage is not something that we manufacture within ourselves. It is a gift given 
by God to those who will surrender to God’s direction. Verse nine connects courage with God’s 
presence. God needs no invitation to be present, but how can an open invitation for God to be 
present in a particular situation give you courage? Where do you need courage? How could you 
help someone find the source of courage? 
 
Prayer: Ever-present God, you have promised to remain close in everything that I face. You 
have also promised that my ultimate destination is secured. Give me the confidence and the 
courage to face the challenges before me. Amen. 
 
Tuesday, September 10 
 
Scripture: Psalm 37:1-7 
Don’t get upset over evildoers; don’t be jealous of those who do wrong, because they will fade 
fast, like grass; they will wither like green vegetables. Trust the LORD and do good; live in the 
land, and farm faithfulness. Enjoy the LORD, and he will give what your heart asks. Commit your 
way to the LORD! Trust him! He will act and will make your righteousness shine like the dawn, 
your justice like high noon. Be still before the LORD, and wait for him. Don’t get upset when 
someone gets ahead—someone who invents evil schemes. 
 
Observation: Thousands of years ago, people of faith were struggling with issues that are still 
challenging for us today. Why is it that the wicked prosper and the faithful struggle? What is 
God’s sense of justice? The writer of this psalm says, “Trust” and “do good,” because God will 
ultimately set this right. “Hope in the LORD.” 
 
Application: In essence, the psalm asks us to focus on God and not on who is or is not getting 
ahead. What we see is the present moment, but God holds the future. This doesn’t mean we 
wait for the wicked to get their just punishment, because that is also focusing on others. Focus 
on God. Trust. Do good. Commit your way to the LORD. Be still before the LORD. What helps 
you to maintain your focus on God? Establishing a daily practice such as this GPS helps us 



focus. One sign of your focus wandering from God is a sudden comparison with someone who 
you feel is unfairly rewarded.  
 
Prayer: Gracious God, restore in me a longing for you and an assurance of your love. Help me 
to trust in you and not be afraid. Give me the confidence I need that you are always holding my 
life in your hands. Amen. 
 
Wednesday, September 11 
 
Scripture: Luke 18:15-17 
People were bringing babies to Jesus so that he would bless them. When the disciples saw this, 
they scolded them. Then Jesus called them to him and said, “Allow the children to come to me. 
Don’t forbid them, because God’s kingdom belongs to people like these children. I assure you 
that whoever doesn’t welcome God’s kingdom like a child will never enter it.” 
 
Observation: Luke emphasizes how these were “babies” that people were bringing to Jesus. 
Why would anyone attempt to keep the babies from Jesus? But Jesus’ rebuke to the disciples 
still stings today in a world where thousands of children are mistreated and considered as less 
than others. These are the ones, Jesus says, who most truly show us what it means to accept 
and enter God’s kingdom. 
 
Application: Could it be that Jesus wants us to learn from their helplessness and complete 
trust of those who love and care for them? Is that something that we forgot in our desire to grow 
up? For those of us who are adults, it may take courage to relinquish our desire for control and 
learn to see (and to smile!) by looking at one’s mother’s eyes and face. 
 
Prayer: Thank you for this day and this gift of life. Remind me that I did nothing to enter into this 
world, a world in which you welcomed me and offered a way to live. Give me the courage to see 
my life and this world through your eyes. Amen. 
 
Thursday, September 12 
 
Scripture: Luke 19:1-9 
Jesus entered Jericho and was passing through town. A man there named Zacchaeus, a ruler 
among tax collectors, was rich. He was trying to see who Jesus was, but, being a short man, he 
couldn’t because of the crowd. So he ran ahead and climbed up a sycamore tree so he could 
see Jesus, who was about to pass that way. When Jesus came to that spot, he looked up and 
said, “Zacchaeus, come down at once. I must stay in your home today.” So Zacchaeus came 
down at once, happy to welcome Jesus. Everyone who saw this grumbled, saying, “He has 
gone to be the guest of a sinner.” Zacchaeus stopped and said to the Lord, “Look, Lord, I give 
half of my possessions to the poor. And if I have cheated anyone, I repay them four times as 
much.” Jesus said to him, “Today, salvation has come to this household because he too is a son 
of Abraham. 
 
Observation: Nobody in Jericho liked Zacchaeus. He was exactly the kind of man everybody 
despised. Not only was he a tax collector, but a chief tax collector, which meant not only did he 
make money on the side in addition to legitimate tax collections but he made money from the 
other tax collectors who worked under him. Everyone knew his wealth resulted from his 
extortion, and there was nothing they could do about it. Until Jesus came through town. To be 
within a crowd who would have been hostile to him must have been a courageous act. But 
Zacchaeus did something even more courageous in response to Jesus’ visit. 



 
Application: Zacchaeus’ life was changed. He gave back four times what he had taken from 
others and gave to the poor half of what was left. But that’s not the message here. He left his 
place of safety, moved beyond fear, let Jesus deep inside – and the courage to do that gave 
way to joy. How deeply have you let Jesus into your life – all areas of your life? Do you trust him 
with your life? 
 
Prayer: Dear Jesus, let me be a witness to you. In the words of John Wesley’s prayer: “I freely 
and heartily yield all things to thy pleasure and disposal.” Give me the courage to let his prayer 
be my prayer each day. Amen. 
 
Friday, September 13 
 
Scripture: 2 Corinthians 5:17-20 
So then, if anyone is in Christ, that person is part of the new creation. The old things have gone 
away, and look, new things have arrived! All of these new things are from God, who reconciled 
us to himself through Christ and who gave us the ministry of reconciliation. In other words, God 
was reconciling the world to himself through Christ, by not counting people’s sins against them. 
He has trusted us with this message of reconciliation. So we are ambassadors who represent 
Christ. God is negotiating with you through us. We beg you as Christ’s representatives, “Be 
reconciled to God!” 
 
Observation: Paul described his work as that of an ambassador who represents Christ. Since 
God sent Jesus into the world to restore God’s relationship with the people, Paul’s work (and 
ours) was allowing God to move through him/us to bring others into relationship with God. This 
relationship is both vertical (with God) and horizontal (with each other). In other words, God is 
not reconciling with a world that doesn’t belong to God; God is reconciling himself to his own 
world! Those who follow Jesus are the ambassadors. 
 
Application: Reconciliation with God means reconciliation with others. Reconciliation with 
others means reconciliation with God. There is no complete reconciliation without both the 
vertical and the horizontal. (Matthew 5:23-24 - If you bring your gift to the altar and there 
remember that your brother or sister has something against you, leave your gift at the altar and 
go. First make things right with your brother or sister and then come back and offer your gift.) 
Which is harder for you – to make things right with God or with another person? What does this 
means for you if the two are interconnected? 
 
Prayer: Lord, you know the challenges that come in relationships. You know how my pride can 
keep me from humbling myself, seeking forgiveness, and restoring a relationship that is 
strained. Give me the courage to do what is necessary for my relationship with you to be full. 
Amen. 
 
Saturday, September 14 
 
Scripture: 2 Corinthians 12:6-10 
If I did want to brag, I wouldn’t make a fool of myself because I’d tell the truth. I’m holding back 
from bragging so that no one will give me any more credit than what anyone sees or hears 
about me. I was given a thorn in my body because of the outstanding revelations I’ve received 
so that I wouldn’t be conceited. It’s a messenger from Satan sent to torment me so that I 
wouldn’t be conceited. I pleaded with the Lord three times for it to leave me alone. He said to 
me, “My grace is enough for you, because power is made perfect in weakness.” So I’ll gladly 



spend my time bragging about my weaknesses so that Christ’s power can rest on me. 
Therefore, I’m all right with weaknesses, insults, disasters, harassments, and stressful situations 
for the sake of Christ, because when I’m weak, then I’m strong. 
 
Observation: Paul speaks in the third person about a man in Christ. He is referring to his own 
experience of heavenly ascent. When he refers to “a thorn in my body,” he does not elaborate. 
Whether this is a physical ailment, a spiritual anguish, or continual opposition to his mission is 
not clear. But what is clear is that in spite of his prayers that the “thorn” be removed, it remained 
with him and the grace and power of Christ in him was greater than this weakness. 
 
Application: We all face obstacles that remain with us for a season or even for a lifetime. We 
may not be able to control the circumstances that hurt us, but we can embrace the courage that 
God has placed within us so that we can embody in our own lives the faithfulness of God. 
Repeat (or even memorize) the words from Monday’s reading: “Be brave and strong. Don’t be 
alarmed or terrified, because the LORD your God is with you wherever you go.” 
 
Prayer: Lord God, you are trustworthy and constant. Help me to reflect who you are to me so 
that others may see you. Give me the courage to be strong and brave in all circumstances. 
Amen. 


