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Whether you lead a large women's group, a medium-
sized Bible study, or a small weekly prayer group, this
resource is designed for you. First, give every woman in
your group a copy of the "For Participants” section that
follows. (The price you paid for this download includes
permission to make up to 1000 copies of this material
for your local church's use.) Encourage everyone to read
the articles and journal their thoughts in the "Prepare”
spaces provided before your group meets.
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A Celebratory Life

How to Use this Kyria Women's Ministry Resource

Following the articles, you'll find an "Explore” section
that's meant for you to use as a discussion guide during
your meeting time. These questions will help you dive
deeper into the topic, but feel free to also create your own
questions for your group. In addition, you may want to
start each meeting by simply asking participants to share
their own thoughts and reactions from the reading and
journaling they did ahead of time.

At the end of the "For Participants” section is a series of
seven "Live It" suggestions. These daily-life application
steps take on a variety of forms, but each one is meant to
help women grow closer to God and follow his lead in the
context of their everyday life. Challenge all the women in
your group to put these seven ideas into practice during
the week that follows your meeting time.

Next you'll find a "For the Leader” section that's meant just
for you. Here you'll get an extra "Interact” idea you can
use with your group when you meet, as well as a bonus
"Connect” suggestion for how you can follow up on this
topic in a way that helps deepen the relationships between
the women in your group. Last you'll find a "Go Deeper”
list of resources to help you—or the women in your group—
explore this topic further on your own.

We hope that this Kyria.com resource is used by God as a
powerful tool in your women's ministry group.
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Neglected
Discipline

By Kelli B. Trujillo

was a typical new mom, meticulously recording milestones,
photographing every possible facial expression and pose,
and religiously recording it all in a scrapbook for my
bouncing baby boy. That, of course, was baby number one.

Now I glance with guilt at my poor, neglected baby number
three. OK, she’'s not actually neglected, but in the scrapbook
arena all that exists so far is a literal scrap of paper on
which I've hurriedly scrawled her weight and length from
her first four doctors appointments. Yup, that's it. I've let
life's busyness and demands completely shove aside any
time for baby-booking.
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The Neglected Discipline

I share this example because I think it reflects what many of
us do in our spiritual lives. We zoom through each day without
taking any time to celebrate—to take notice, to give thanks, and
to rejoice in what God has done. We know we should, but it just
always seems so . .. well, so less-important than all the other
to-dos. In the family of spiritual disciplines, celebration is the
ignored and overlooked younger sister, often hidden behind the
looming shadow of the truly "essential” disciplines like prayer
and Bible study.

Laughing, smiling, enjoying time with friends—these can seem
so trivial and even unspiritual. But in fact, living a celebratory
life significantly reflects the joy and contentment we have in
Christ. In terms of being a spiritual discipline, celebration is
more than just having a party or feeling upbeat all the time.

I see it as a companion discipline to worship. In my book The
Busy Mom's Guide to Spiritual Survival, I define celebration this
way: "In worship, we focus on and declare eternal, unchanging
truths about who God is. . . . Though closely tied to worship,
the discipline of celebration is when we focus on and delight in
what God does."

Sometimes celebration comes naturally for us—we rejoice with
hugs and high fives or even tearful prayers when a baby is
born, a child graduates, or a friend finds healing from illness.
But at other times celebration requires attention and effort:
when we are disheartened or hurting or tired, we can still
choose to take notice and give thanks to God for his blessings.
In this sense, celebration is the undercurrent of abundant joy
that flows through a believer's life, even during terribly dark
times. "Celebration,” sums up Richard Foster, "is at the heart of
the way of Christ."
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In the following pages, you'll explore the spiritual discipline
of celebration from various angles as you examine the
importance of living with joy and gratitude. You'll also find
inspiration and practical ideas for how you can put this
discipline into practice in your own life through family
traditions and personal celebrations. So, before your group
meets, read through the articles and take some time to journal
your thoughts in the "Prepare” space provided. Then be ready
to discuss the "Explore” questions with your group, inviting
God to grow and challenge you through the process.

As you read these articles and explore God's Word with your
group, my prayer is that your heart will be filled with joy and
gratitude as you focus on celebrating the many ways God has
blessed your life.

Celebrate!

Kelli B. Trujillo
Managing Editor, Kyria downloads,
Christianity Today International
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following articles and be sure to underline

the parts that really stand out to you.

To ready yourself for a discussion with
the other women in your group, jot down
notes and journal your thoughts in the
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Spiritual health made visible
: : By Earl Palmer
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“Prepare” section that follows each article.

Winston Churchill was not only an inspirational leader
against the terror of Nazi Germany, but he was also a
humorist. Adolf Hitler had announced at a Nazi rally
during the Battle of Britain that Germany would wring
England's neck like a helpless chicken. Churchill spoke
the next day in Parliament and said that Herr Hitler

was in for a big surprise because he would find out that
England is "some chicken with some neck"!
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: We all know what happened, so we know what a good

: : joke Churchill told, and we now realize that Churchill's

words, his cigar, his hat, and his proper London suit were
humorous jabs at terrible fears, humor that a nation under
siege really needed. As Churchill demonstrated, leaders
need to rise above their circumstances, and the spiritual
health required is what Christians call joy. Joy helps us
face what we fear, it encourages our relationships, and it
helps us to see everything in a clearer light.

Search for the source

What is the source of the joy that sets us free from fear,
that creates solidarity, and that clears our vision? That
source is the one who not only created human beings but
also enjoys what he made. God is the one with the original
sense of humor. And joy has its profoundest source in Jesus
Christ the Lord.

The surest way to understand the Christian meaning of
joy is to see how it's used in the New Testament. On the
Thursday evening of Holy Week, Jesus speaks about joy
with his disciples. True to its inner meaning, joy takes us
by surprise.

Jesus tells of his impending separation from his disciples;
he prepares them for the terror of his trial, his death, and
the devastation that stands before him and his followers.
Nevertheless, in this dangerous moment he tells them
about joy:

You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. ... Now
is your time for grief, but I will see you again and you
will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. ...
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I have told you these things, so that in me you may have
peace. And take heart! I have overcome the world
(John 16:20-24, 33).

Joy is united by Jesus to the word peace, which means
wholeness and salvation. Sorrow will be turned to joy when
we discover that Jesus Christ has won the victory over death
itself. This transformation of sorrow into joy is at the core
of comedy. What we thought would be a permanent loss,
producing fear and grief, becomes (surprise!) a victory. The
result of this remarkable reversal is laughter.

This is the comedy in Mark Twain's Huckleberry Finn as the
runaway slave Jim and the boy Huck drift on their raft down
the Mississippi River. They are approached by a boat of
bounty hunters looking for runaway slaves.

"Hey, Boy, who is on that raft with you?”

Huck's unexpected and bold response: "Hey misters, will
you help my pappy and me—my pappy is sick here with the
smallpox. Please help us!”

The hunting party quickly pulls back and orders Huck to go
on down the river for help.

This is the essence of comedy. It is the possibility of the
deadly smallpox that, in fact, rescues the quick-witted

Huck and his friend Jim. In much the same way, we always
assumed that death was the end of faith, hope, and love, but
our Lord tells his friends on the Thursday before Good Friday
that everything will turn upside down, even such powerful
forces as death and sin and evil.
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In this upheaval we have a definition of joy. Joy is the
realization that Jesus Christ has denied death its finality.
Its sting is not fatal, because there is a boundary beyond it.

When we glimpse that greater boundary on Easter we rejoice.

We also calm down, which is why Jesus uses the word peace
to describe one of the effects of joy. Joy is not hysterical or
frantic, as if by our constant announcements of joy we are
the more sure of it. One simple "praise the Lord" will do,
then comes the laughter. Just as Jim and Huck were saved
by imagined smallpox, we are saved by the real death and
resurrection of Jesus.

No wonder two disciples were glad and their hearts strangely
warmed on the road to Emmaus (Luke 24:13-35). It is the joy
and peace of both good excitement and good relaxation, the
excitement of victory, and at the same time peace knowing
that I can now put my weight down and rest in Christ's love
and victory. This is the joy that results from knowing the
ending to the story, the ending that is better than anyone
expected.

Joy’s counterfeits

Lay theologian C. S. Lewis was fascinated with the word joy.
He offers his most complete discussion of it in his chapter
on laughter in The Screwtape Letters, distinguishing between
"Joy, Fun, the Joke Proper, and Flippancy.”

Screwtape, a senior devil, speaks to Wormwood, his
assistant:

Fun is closely related to Joy—a sort of emotional froth
arising from the play instinct. It is very little use to us. It
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can sometimes be used, of course, to divert humans from
something else which the Enemy [God] would like them to
be feeling or doing: but in itself it has wholly undesirable
tendencies; it promotes charity, courage, contentment,
and many other evils.

He also describes the meaning of jokes as a sudden
perception of incongruity, and helps us understand the harm
that bad humor does:

Cruelty is shameful—unless the cruel man can

represent it as a practical joke. A thousand bawdy, or
even blasphemous, jokes do not help towards a man's
damnation so much as his discovery that almost anything
he wants to do can be done, not only without the
disapproval but with the admiration of his fellows, if only
it can get itself treated as a Joke. . .. Any suggestion that
there might be too much of it can be represented to him
as "Puritanical” or as "betraying a lack of humour.”

His discussion of flippancy is brief and to the point:

If prolonged, the habit of Flippancy builds up around a
man the finest armour plating against the Enemy that I
know, and it is quite free from the dangers inherent in
the other sources of laughter. It is a thousand miles away
from Joy; it deadens, instead of sharpening, the intellect;
and it excites no affection between those who practise it.

12


www.kyria.com

A Celebratory Life
A Good Laugh

::: Finally, Screwtape discusses Joy:

You will see [Joy] among friends and lovers reunited
on the eve of a holiday. Among adults some pretext in
the way of Jokes is usually provided, but the facility
with which the smallest witticisms produce laughter
at such a time shows that they are not the real cause.
What that real cause is we do not know. Something like
it is expressed in much of that detestable art which
the humans call Music, and something like it occurs in
Heaven—a meaningless acceleration in the rhythm of
celestial experience, quite opaque to us. Laughter of
this kind does us no good and should always be
discouraged. Besides, the phenomenon is of itself
disgusting and a direct insult to the realism, dignity,
and austerity of Hell.

Facets of genuine joy

According to Lewis, joy is a meaningful acceleration in the
rhythm of our relationship with God, quite opaque to evil
and the evil one, because all evil is baffled and offended by
the essence of joy. Lewis has captured the biblical sense of
the word.

I. Joy is the result of truth

Joy is the "gigantic secret” of God (G.K. Chesterton) that the
world could never have expected, but it clears the air so that
we see things as they really are.

2. Joy causes celebration.

Gladness and song go with joy; the slightest witticisms
cause laughter when joy is present. There's an energy in
joy that cures fatigue and discouragement. This is what
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James says in his letter to churches that face persecution:
"Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials
of many kinds" (James 1:2).

3. Joy has a rhythm

Jesus unites peace with joy in his Thursday night
discourse. Joy is a quietness as much as an exuberance.
Together the two create a fundamental rhythm.

4. Joy is presence

It describes our relationship with God. Joy comes from
knowing the Lord and knowing that the Lord is nearby. In
the New Testament, joy is related to prayer and friendship
with God. Jesus invites his disciples to pray so their joy
might be full (John 15:11-17).

5. Joy is a protection

Quite opaque to evil and the evil one, joy is a mystery to evil
just as laughter can be a sign of the dignity and resilience
of brave hearts in the face of danger.

In J.R.R. Tolkien's story The Lord of the Rings, Frodo and
his friend Sam Gamgee laugh out loud high on the dangerous
reaches of the dark tower where laughter had never been
heard. Their laughter causes quakes on that mountain that
had so long been under the oppressive control of evil. Their
laughter was defiant and innocent and profoundly good at
the same moment. It was good because it had its source in
joy, and that made it powerful as well as destructive against
the powers of evil.
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Evil cannot understand joy. The devil is more austere and
serious than God is, which makes us stop and think that
if we are to feel at home in heaven, we will need to enjoy
joy because "joy is the serious business of heaven" (G.K.
Chesterton). It should also be the serious business of our
lives and of our ministry to others.

At the time of publication, Earl Palmer was pastor of
University Presbyterian Church in Seattle, Washington. This
article, originally titled "Joy: Spiritual Health Made Visible,"
was first published in the Fall 1998 issue of LEADERSHIP
JOURNAL.

Prepare
O Consider for a moment the spiritual value of joy
expressed in humor and laughter. When has joy, in the
form of fun or funniness, had a significant positive
spiritual effect in your life? Use this space to record some
key observations about that time.
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Death to deadly-earnest
discipleship!

By the editors of CHRISTIANITY ToDAY
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t is astonishing,” wrote Karl Barth, "how
many references there are in the Old and New
Testaments to delight, joy, bliss, exultation, merry-
making, and rejoicing, and how emphatically these
are demanded from the Book of Psalms to the
Epistle to the Philippians.”

Indeed, from "Shout for joy to the Lord, all the
earth!” (Ps. 100:1) to "Rejoice in the Lord always.

I will say it again: Rejoice!"” (Phil. 4:4)—and dozens
of places before and after and in between—we are
urged to lead joy-filled lives.

16
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: When believers do a little self-reflection, not many of us

: : point to joylessness as the thing that needs attention.

Mostly we flagellate ourselves for our undisciplined
discipleship. We issue calls to repent of our consumerism,
sign ecumenical concords to heal our divisions, and issue
manifestos to care for the poor and the planet. No one has
yet issued a joint ecumenical statement on the need for
Christians to be more joyful.

Yet it's right there in the Bible, over and over: "I say it
again: Rejoice!”

We come by our earnestness honestly. One of our classic
texts is William Law's A Serious Call to a Devout and Holy
Life. While Law devoted one chapter to happiness, the rest
of the book presents a long admonition "to take up our daily
cross, to deny ourselves, to profess the blessedness of
mourning, to seek the blessedness of poverty of spirit. . ."
This bracing, prophetic book deeply influenced the theology
of John and Charles Wesley.

It is no surprise that one of the best-selling nonfiction
books of all time is The Purpose Driven Life. We long to have
meaning. And we are willing to be driven—something we
don't normally want—if it will make a difference.

One reason we are perennially attracted to a serious call to
a purpose-driven life is the state of the planet. According
to a recent report from the UN's Food and Agriculture
Organization, world hunger is only worsening. Nuclear
threats grow daily in the Middle East. Human trafficking
is expanding. Billions are mired not just in poverty of
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material needs but also poverty of spirit. Who in their right
mind can talk about joy? Empathy, yes. But to put on joy
when so many are dressed in the rags of anxiety, grief,

and despair—well, it would be scandalous. There will be
time for rejoicing once we make some headway on the
human catastrophe.

Good news for the earnest

But is it not truer to say that we will not make progress on
the human catastrophe until we first rediscover joy? The
gospel remains a scandal, indeed, because it announces joy
right when everything is falling apart, just when today's
experts offer "sober assessments of the current situation,”
and in their euphoric moments can only say they remain
"cautiously optimistic."

The gospel's tone is utterly foreign to all this. "Do not be
afraid,” the angel tells the quaking shepherds. "I bring
you good news of great joy that will be for all the people”
(Luke 2:10). The church's angelic mission to the world is
no different. "Do not be afraid,” we announce to a world
shivering in the dark. "We bring good news of a great joy—
for everyone!”

That includes our earnest, purpose-driven selves.
Christmas reminds us that God has come in the flesh to
shoulder the planet's burdens. No matter how earnest we
become, we cannot fix the world. It has already been fixed,
and that fixing will become manifest when Christ comes
again. In the meantime, we really are given crucial work
to do: to heal the socially sick, to raise the spiritually
dead—among other jobs! But practicing deadly serious
discipleship is not one of them.
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We do well to recall how the incarnate God began his
ministry among us. He never relented from the message
that, though life comes only by way of death, life really
is the point. "It's Cana of Galilee, the first miracle,”
says Father Paissy in The Brothers Karamazov. "Ah, that

miracle! Ah, that sweet miracle! It was not men's grief, but
their joy Christ visited. He worked his first miracle to help

men's gladness."

There is a time to ponder the sobering reality of evil, to
write the occasional dirge. But G. K. Chesterton knew
well the greater truth—which is why the Bible harped

on it so. A person is fully human, he says, "when joy is
the fundamental thing in him, and grief the superficial.
Melancholy should be an innocent interlude, a tender and
fugitive frame of mind; praise should be the permanent
pulsation of the soul. Pessimism is at best an emotional
half-holiday; joy is the uproarious labor by which all
things live."

Earnest purpose, to be sure. But let it pulsate with praise.

This editorial was first published in the December 2009 issue

of CHRISTIANITY ToODAY.
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Prepare
O Reflect on the tenor of your Christian life. Is it more
often "deadly serious" or "joy driven"? Why? Journal some
thoughts here.
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The powerful practice of
saying “Thanks!”

By Karen O’Connor

jumped out of bed one morning, committed to jogging
before my day began—and before anyone I knew saw
me in shorts. Halfway down the block, a teenage boy
zipped by on his bike, looked me over, gave a "thumbs
up,” and shouted, "Go, Grandma, go!”

At first I was insulted. The way he said the word
"grandma” made me feel so old, even though I was only
in my 40s at the time (OK, late 40s).
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Before I could shout back, he was out of sight. I inished my
run, then sat on a bench overlooking the ocean and burst out
laughing. At least he noticed me, I thought. That's something
for which I could be thankful.

Later, as I stepped off a curb to cross the street near my
home, a car whizzed by and nearly clipped my toes. I jumped
back in shock and anger, then realized I had more reasons for
gratitude than anger. I was alive—and unhurt.

And so it continues, day after day. I'm paying attention. I'm
watching my attitude. I'm saying "thank you" more often. And
the more I notice and celebrate God's blessings in my life, the
more grateful and joyful I become.

No thanks

I haven't always been a grateful person. For years I focused
on what I didn't have—in my marriage, in friendships, within
myself—instead of looking at what I did have and being
thankful for it.

I'd married a man I was crazy about, but we were never as
close as I wanted. I worked hard at becoming what I thought
he wanted instead of becoming the woman I was created to
be. He was committed to his law practice and I busied myself
with our children. We began drifting apart. We forgot how to
laugh with one another. We made small talk instead of truly
communicating. We stopped making love.

Then one day, after nearly 20 years of marriage, I noticed
him smiling and talking with a single woman who belonged to
our tennis club. I confronted him, but he denied his contact
with her.
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I started doubting myself, and tried again to be the woman
I thought he wanted—but nothing changed. He'd given his
heart to her, and eventually he moved out. A friend
encouraged me to see a counselor. I took her advice—
reluctantly. I remember walking into Dr. Brady's office and
telling him my problem: "My husband's going to leave,”

I sobbed. "How can I make him stay?”

"You may not be able to,” he said. "But you can discover
what's right for you and your children. Focus on that.” Dr.
Brady asked about my spiritual life. I didn't see what that
had to do with my troubled marriage. "I believe in God,"

I said. "I even go to church sometimes." But during this
crisis in my life, I was convinced I had to do something
concrete or my children and I would lose the only security
we had.

Over time, however, Dr. Brady showed me the emptiness in
my heart had been there all along—even before I married
my husband. I was still looking for recognition from a
human being, and my discontent stemmed from my longing
for acceptance.

When my husband left, I finally realized I couldn't keep going
on my own power. Maybe Dr. Brady is right, I thought. I
needed to learn about God and his place in my life. For two
years I visited churches, read inspirational books, listened
to tapes, and attended seminars in my search for God. During
that time I met a man named Charles, who later became my
husband. He was on the same spiritual quest. We became
friends and started attending church together. I met a
woman there who invited me to join a Bible study. Through a
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study of John's gospel, I developed a true relationship with
Jesus Christ. Weeks later, I finally surrendered to God and
received Christ as my Savior.

My new life began that day in December. As my
relationship with Jesus grew, I finally found the fulfillment
I'd longed for all my life. I noticed I didn't worry as much
and I complained less as I focused on God instead of me. I
made decisions without fretting. I felt more peaceful. In
early January, Charles committed his life to Christ, and we
decided to get married the following April.

Lessons in gratitude

During the next year, the Lord continued to teach Charles
and me the importance of giving thanks—and how to focus
on the good things in life rather than on the hardships.
Still, I found myself falling into old patterns when money
was scarce or when I had a disagreement with one of my
children or my parents.

One year, just before Christmas, Charles and I were flat
broke. The company he worked for had collapsed. My
freelance projects dried up. The small savings we had were
soon gone.

We prayed for wisdom, grace, and a job for at least one of
us. The next week Charles received a money order for $500
from an anonymous donor. "I know you're having a rough
time,"” read the note affixed to the check. "I want to share
my blessings with you."

Months later, a woman from my church approached me.
She'd heard me share some of my life story at a ladies’
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prayer event. "My first husband left me many years ago,”
she said, "so I understand some of the pain and anger you
feel over the loss of your first marriage.”

Then she offered some needed advice: "If you want to find
real contentment, stop looking at the past. Focus on today
and start giving thanks for its unique blessings. Write your
blessings on slips of paper and put them in a bag. From
time to time, look at what you wrote. You'll be amazed at
how God has been with you every step of the way."

I was so inspired by her advice, I went home and
immediately found a gift bag and labeled it "Our Blessings."
Charles and I set it on our dresser and placed a pen and pad
of paper beside it.

Counting our blessings

We began the practice of recording our blessings that day.
I jotted down my thanks for the little bird in the tree
outside our bedroom window, the fragrance of fresh-baked
bread, spring rain, laughter, sunshine. My husband
recorded his appreciation for a quick resolution to a family
dilemma. And he was truly grateful when he was offered a
new job with benefits. I even wrote my thanks that through
an illness God taught me to take better care of myself. And
I thanked him for restoring my children after the pain of
my divorce from their father.

One morning, several months after we started this daily
practice, we emptied the bag. It was time to reread all the
scraps of paper we'd accumulated. What a joy it was to
remember and to celebrate these gifts all over again: a
special walk and talk we'd shared on the beach one
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morning, topped off with hot tea and our favorite muffins. The
safe arrival of our first grandchild. A wonderful backpack trip
in the Sierra Mountains. An old hurt healed. On and on I read.

Then my husband grabbed a handful and continued. By the
time we got to the last bit of paper, tears trickled down our
faces. How could we ever again doubt that God provides for
our needs and that he protects us no matter what?

Giving thanks in this tangible way changed my life. I began
paying more attention to the people I loved. I appreciated my
husband in a new way. I realized how blessed I was that my
elderly parents were still alive and well. I gave thanks for the
joy my three children and two stepchildren bring me. Through
each one, I saw and celebrated how the Lord is present to me
every day, down to the smallest detail.

Since the day I dropped my first slip of paper into our blessing
bag, God's taught me to give thanks for everything—regardless
of the circumstances—which I've discovered is the true secret
of a grateful heart.

The more I celebrate what he's done by choosing to thank him,
the more I learn to trust him—with my health, my husband,
my children and grandchildren, my neighbors and friends, my
money and possessions, my decisions.

Theologian Henri Nouwen says in his book The Return of the
Prodigal Son that gratitude is more than a mere "thank you." It
is a discipline to be practiced each day in a conscious way.
The apostle Paul reminds us in his first letter to the
Thessalonians, "Be joyful always; pray continually; give
thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in

Christ Jesus” (5:16-18).
2
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The benefits of giving thanks are many. The Lord has freed me
from bitterness and discontentment. I've put the divorce and
financial worry behind me. He's renewed a sense of humility.
I know I'm where I am today by God's grace. He's rekindled a
heart of joy in me. I now view all of life as a gift to be
cherished and shared with others. Most important, I know the
God of my salvation lives within me. And for that, above all
else, I'm most thankful.

Karen O'Connor (www.karenoconnor.com) is an author, retreat
speaker, and writing instructor who lives in California. This
article was first published in the November/December 2005 issue
of Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.

Prepare
O In this article, Karen confessed, "I haven't always been a
grateful person. For years I focused on what I didn't have . . .
instead of looking at what I did have and being thankful for
it." Is ungratefulness a struggle for you? Write some notes
here (brutally honest ones!) about the parts of your life in
which you struggle with an unthankful and joyless attitude.
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Choosing to celebrate
even when life hurts

By Mayo Mathers

You need to visit Marcia,"” said the woman I'd just
met after learning we shared a mutual friend. "She's
not doing well."

Marcia had moved to a neighboring town a few
years earlier, so I no longer saw her as often as I
once did. When I finally went to her home, Marcia's
skeletal appearance shocked me. A once-gregarious
bundle of energy, Marcia came to the door in a slow,
excruciating shuffle.

"I've been diagnosed with systemic Scleroderma,”
she said, blinking back tears. "It's a fatal disease
where your skin and internal organs harden.”
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On that first visit we mostly cried. On following visits we
talked more, stopping frequently to pray. Marcia wanted to
respond to her disease in a way that honored God, but forming
effective prayers seemed impossible.

"Do I ask God to help me accept my diagnosis, or do I ask for
healing?” Marcia wondered aloud one afternoon. I wondered
the same thing. One prayer seemed to indicate a lack of faith,
the other a lack of trust.

As I read the Bible to Marcia, familiar verses, when held
against her bleak future, often brought more questions than
comfort. One in particular raised harsh questions: "[G]ive
thanks in all circumstances, for this is God's will for you in
Christ Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 5:18). Could it truly be God's
will for us to give thanks even for Marcia's terminal disease?

Regardless of how illogical the command seemed, Marcia
decided to do it, although she added one condition: "God,
I've never lied to you before and I'm not going to start now.
There's no way I can thank you for this life-robbing, painful
disease or for the fact I'm not going to see my grandchildren
grow up. But I will thank you for the things for which I'm
truly grateful.”

With that brutally honest prayer, Marcia began experiencing
an intimacy with God she'd never known before. And

as I spent time meditating on that verse, I realized

Marcia's conditional obedience to God's command wasn't
presumptuous at all. The verse says in everything give
thanks, not for everything. There's a big difference in those
two little words. God would never expect our gratitude toward
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things he finds repugnant or evil. However, as our Creator,
he knows an overall attitude of thankfulness frees us from
the grip of fear, worry, or hopelessness.

From doubt and fear

Hebrews 13:15 says "let us continually offer to God a
sacrifice of praise.” Setting aside our deepest emotions and
speaking words of praise and trust—especially when we have
doubts about what God allows in our life—are sacrificial.

My son has chosen to walk counter to God's call on his

life. Despite this excruciating heartbreak, I anticipate the
day when he recommits himself fully to God. However, I
occasionally succumb to dark times of disillusionment and
doubt. The only way I can dispel them is by sacrificing my
urge to mourn what isn't and embrace what is: My son is not
serving God; God is trustworthy in all things. Speaking words
of trust takes an act of sheer will. But the reason God wants
me to praise him is because he knows the pattern this forms
in me. If I'm praising, I'm not doubting . . . if I'm not doubting,
I'm trusting . . . when I'm trusting, I'm praising ... whenI'm
praising, I'm not doubting—and so on. A continual attitude of
praise protects me against debilitating doubt.

Attitude readjustments

Recently my husband, Steve, made a huge career decision
that affects us both without discussing it with me before-
hand. My immediate desire was to lash out at him, but I
managed, barely, to hold my tonque. Yet inwardly I burned
with resentment and anger.

"Lord," I pleaded one morning, "take these feelings away. I
don't want to wound Steve with my words, but I need relief
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from these emotions."” In the midst of my prayer, God reminded
me to "give thanks in everything."

The very thought of being thankful at that moment was galling.
It was the last thing I wanted to do. But as I begrudgingly
thanked my way around the circumstances of Steve's decision,
my resentment slowly receded, and I became overwhelmed

by a renewed confidence in God. The devastating comments I
longed to hurl at Steve dissipated to the point where I actually
could view his decision objectively!

Until this incident, I'd thought any time I held my tongue

I deserved big pats on the back from God. Now I realized
holding my tongue wasn't enough. Destructive emotions still
swirled inside me, affecting my attitude. Only by forcing
myself to speak words of thankfulness did I find relief from
the deep wound Steve's decision had inflicted. Thankfulness
changed my perspective so I could discuss our situation
rationally and constructively.

Enjoying the results

The last part of Hebrews 13:15 talks about "the fruit of lips
that give thanks to [God's] name.” God knows precisely the

extent of the sacrifice involved in setting aside our natural
inclinations, and he's quick to make it worth our while.

Marcia is incredible evidence of this. She began pursuing an
attitude of thankfulness while I was out of town for several
weeks. When I visited her on my return, I couldn't believe the
difference. Physically Marcia hadn't changed—still emaciated,
the hardened skin on her hands stretched so tightly it pulled
her fingers in toward her palms. She was on heavy doses

of pain medication and rarely got out of bed. Emotionally,
however, she was a woman transformed.
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"What's happened?” I asked, scarcely believing the sparkle in
her eyes.

Marcia smiled. "I've been thanking God!" she explained. First,
she said, she'd bequn with little things: the blue sky outside
her window, the roof over her head, her wonderful husband.
Every day she persevered in this task regardless of how much
pain she was in.

"It's the most astonishing thing,” she said. "The more I praise
God, the more aware of his presence I become. In fact,” she
continued, "one morning as I was thinking of things I was
thankful for, without even realizing it I heard myself say,
'‘God, thank you for this disease that's brought me so much
closer to you!"

I could only stare in astonishment. In her determination to
be thankful, regardless of how illogical it seemed, Marcia
had loosened the chokehold of terror in which the disease
had held her. Marcia had switched her focus from her
helplessness to God's holiness. No wonder God tells us to
cultivate thankfulness in our lives! It's an attitude that
empowers rather than debilitates.

I saw it in the sparkle of Marcia's eyes. I felt it when my son
called recently and made plans to meet us at church. Such
tasty fruit has made me an avid believer in this illogical
command that wields such power. And I will continue, in
everything, to give thanks.

Mayo Mathers (www.MayoMathers.com) is an author and
speaker who lives in Oregon. This article was first published in

the November/December 2006 issue of Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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Prepare
O Mayo's friend Marcia served as a compelling example
of thankfulness and praise even as she suffered through a
terminal illness. Who's someone who stands out in your
mind as a powerful example of gratitude and celebration
despite hardships she (or he) may be facing? Describe that
person here.
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Tradition!

Old and new. quaint and quirky.
creative celebrations can enrich
our lives in many ways.

By Amy Nappa
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t's the morning after Thanksgiving, and I'm huddled under
the blankets, thankful for a day to sleep in. I'm vaguely
aware that my son's up and padding around the living room.
And then I hear it, loud and clear. My home is being visited
by "The King." Yes, Elvis Presley.

"I'll have a blue Christmas without you ... ," Elvis croons.
Even in my sleepy condition, I smile. The Christmas
season has officially begun at our house. You see, we have
a tradition that we can't play holiday music until the day
after Thanksgiving, and then only after we've listened to
Elvis sing this song. It's our signal Christmas is on its way.
It's a goofy little tradition; I'm not even sure how it got
started. But it's one we simply can't break.
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: In the musical Fiddler on the Roof, the townspeople sang

: : of traditions that helped each person understand his or

her place in the family, in the village, and in society. In

Old Testament times, God asked his people to hold annual
festivals to remember what he'd done for them. For example,
Passover memorialized the tenth plague God sent, which
allowed the Israelites to be freed from slavery in Egypt.
These celebrations served several purposes: They reminded
people of God's provision of food, safety, and guidance; they
turned people's hearts back to God; and they gave older
people a chance to tell the younger ones about the great
things God had done.

Traditions do the same for us today, as we pause at
Thanksgiving to thank God for his provision and care; as
we gather at Christmas and New Year's to tell stories with
loved ones about "the good old days”; and as we use minor
celebrations to express the joy of knowing God day by day.

Traditions are entwined in our lives. We think of the big
celebrations at holidays as traditions. Mom always cooks a
turkey, Aunt Jane always makes the sweet potato casserole
(you know, the one with the marshmallows melted on top),
and Cousin Henry takes a picture of the table before anyone's
allowed to sit down. There are also smaller traditions we
often take for granted, such as praying before a meal, putting
candles on a birthday cake, or kissing loved ones before
leaving the house. Big or small, traditions add richness to our
lives. They give us common ground with others. They give us
touch points, times and events to remember fondly. They help
us feel secure when things around us aren't.
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: As I asked others about their traditions, I found women

: : enjoying traditions that bring them closer to their loved ones.

Some women return to the same vacation spot with family
each year. Others sing the same song with their children
before bed each night. One woman and her husband read
aloud to each other on Sunday evenings. Two sisters watch
old black-and-white movies on Saturday nights while nibbling
their way through a huge chocolate bar. A single woman told
me how each year on her birthday, she invites her dearest
friends over for a special meal she's prepared. After the meal,
she gives each friend a gift, something that reflects each
person's value to her.

Our family has a number of traditions, many silly and some
significant, and they too bring us closer. On April Fool's Day,
we let our son, Tony, set the table for our evening meal any
way he likes. I've eaten out of a wok while stabbing bits of
food with those tiny prongs most people use to hold steaming
corn cobs, while my husband has dug for his dinner in a
pitcher using a medicine spoon. Every year Tony challenges
us with this foolish tradition that inspires lots of laughs.

Also fun, but a bit more significant, is our New Year's

Eve tradition of creating a time capsule from an empty
oatmeal container. We decorate the outside with colorful
wrapping paper and label the lid with the date. Then we

fill the capsule with pictures, school papers and artwork,
nametags from camp, ticket stubs from plays, wedding and
birth announcements, ribbons from the spelling bee, and
anything else from the past year that fits inside. We complete
the capsule with a letter to ourselves, reminding us of what
happened during the year, both high points and low. We seal
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the capsule (okay, we just put the lid on) for a year, and then
we open all the previous capsules and pour over the contents.

Our time capsules give us a chance to see how we've grown—
physically, spiritually, mentally, and emotionally—over the
past decade. Some capsule items make us laugh, such as
Tony's recipe for coffee cake he wrote in first grade. It uses
about 22 cups of sugar and several more cups of "oul” (oil).
When we see the hospital bracelet from when my husband,
Mike, had surgery, we remember how people cared for us and
how God provided during that hard time. We pull out pictures
of ourselves posing with friends and recall the fun we've had,
the ways our friendships have deepened, and the bad taste in
clothes we used to have. It's a joyful time to reflect on God's
care for us over the years.

Many women like to keep alive traditions started by earlier
generations. My parents started a tradition with the five
children in our family that we all look back on fondly. On our
tenth birthday, they gave us "Tenth Year Happiness Pills."
They ordered empty gelatin capsules from a pharmacy, then
put in each one a tiny slip of paper on which they'd written
a gift, such as "Breakfast with Dad,” "No dishwashing this
week,” or "Mom will read to you." Each Sunday during our
tenth year, we'd open one of these capsules and see what gift
we'd enjoy that week. When our son, Tony, was about to turn
ten a few years back, I went to the pharmacy to order my box

of empty capsules. I wanted to pass this tradition on.

Over the years, I've borrowed a few traditions from friends as
well. My friend Marcia told me several years ago about how
she'd tuck "hugs" into her daughters’ pockets before they left
for school each day. All she really did was grasp a bit of air

in her fingers, then shove it into her daughters’ pockets—an
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invisible hug. I liked the idea so much, I began doing this with
my son when he got to the age where it wasn’t cool to hug mom
good-bye in the school parking lot. Even though he's now in
his early teens, he still asks me to tuck a hug into one of his
pockets each morning in case he needs it during the day. It's

a tradition that lets Tony know I'm thinking of him throughout
the day.

Traditions are fun, and they serve a great purpose in our
lives. But what do you do when the tradition begins to mean
more than the people involved? Is there ever a time to stop
a tradition? Can we bear to hear our children or friends say,
"But we've always done . . ."?

In the Bible, Jesus noted that traditions weren't always in the
best interest of those involved. Some religious traditions were
becoming rote and overbearing. For example, God set aside
the Sabbath as a day of rest. But the religious leaders created
a vast number of traditions that made figuring out how to rest
difficult. In Matthew 15, Jesus confronted the Pharisees for
following the traditions without following God.

Similarly, we sometimes put a tradition before those we think
it serves. For example, when I was growing up, my mother
loved to make a huge Christmas meal. Yet on Christmas

Day, most of the family wanted to play with new toys, put
together puzzles, and just relax. As the day went by, Mom
would get more frustrated by our lack of help. After a few
years, we finally agreed as a family we'd all pitch in to make
a huge meal at Thanksgiving, then on Christmas we'd have
something ultra-easy such as sandwiches or pizza. It let Mom
have the meal that was important to her sense of tradition,
while allowing a new tradition to begin on Christmas—one of
relaxation and family time.

38


www.kyria.com

A Celebratory Life
Tradition!

: If a tradition has gotten out of hand in your home, think

: : about letting it go. Or suggest a new, easier activity

instead. Traditions should be cause for celebration, not
groaning and complaining.

Enjoy the traditions that keep you close to those you love.
Create new ones to celebrate occasions big and small. Trim
the traditions that get in the way of joy. Then every now
and then, take a moment to close your eyes and cherish the
memories traditions have brought into your life. I've been
doing just that as I hum along with Elvis Presley in the
early hours this November morning.

Amy Nappa, a best-selling author, lives with her family in
Colorado. This article was first published in the November/
December 2002 issue of Topay's CHRISTIAN WOMAN.
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Prepare
O What's one tradition in your life, from childhood or today,

that brings a smile to your face or captures special memories
for you? It could be a big, "official” tradition or just a small
but special experience of celebration and fun. Jot down a
short description of the tradition here as well as a few words
that capture your feelings about it.
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Use these discussion

guestions to explore
celebration further with the

women in your group:

O In his article, Earl Palmer includes G.K. Chesterton's
compelling conclusion that "joy is the serious business of
heaven." In Luke 15, Jesus tells three parables about salvation;
along with their powerful emphasis on God's loving desire for
"lost" people to be "found," these stories also underscore the
Jjoyfulness and celebratory nature of God himself. Read Luke
15:1-32 (paying special attention to verses 7, 10, 22-24, and
32). Do you typically think of God as joyful or of heaven as a
place of extraordinary celebration? Why or why not?
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: O Scripture repeatedly emphasizes the importance of joy in the

: : lives of God's people. Read and reflect on these exhortations

from God's Word: Psalms 100 and 118 (especially verse 24);
Romans 12:11-12; Philippians 4:4-7; and 1 Thessalonians
5:16-18. Which key phrase or idea from these passages
stands out to you the most? Why?

O What aspects of spiritual health are reflected in celebratory
living? On the flip-side, what does a life void of celebration
indicate about a person's spiritual life? (Be specific!)
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O Why do you think celebration is considered a spiritual
discipline? In what ways does celebration require
discipline? Share from your own experience.

O How does celebration relate to and influence other
important spiritual disciplines in one's life, like prayer,
worship, service, or evangelism? Explain.
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: O1In their articles, Karen O'Connor and Mayo Mathers

: : shared candidly about their own struggles with this

discipline. Karen's friend urged her, "If you want to find real
contentment, stop looking at the past." Mayo was convicted
that she must do more than hold her tonque when she

was miffed; "I realized holding my tongue wasn't enough.
Destructive emotions still swirled inside me, affecting my
attitude.” What past events, painful memories, emotions,

or just plain bad attitudes hold you back from living a more
celebratory life? Why?
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0 God established a reqular pattern of celebration for his people
in the Old Testament with various annual festivals and holy
days, including Passover (see Exodus 12:1-30 and Leviticus
23:4-8), the Day of Atonement (also called Yom Kippur, see
Leviticus 16:1-34 and 23:26-32), the Feast of Tabernacles
(also called Succoth, see Leviticus 23:33-36 and Nehemiah
8:1-18) and Pentecost (also called the Feast of Weeks, see
Leviticus 23:9-22 and Deuteronomy 16:9-12). Read the
biblical text describing one of these celebrations, then discuss
this question: How would repeating this celebration each year
impact an Old-Testament person's spiritual health, outlook on
life, and relationship with God?
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O For us today, the rhythm of celebrating Christian holidays
and family traditions can have a powerful effect on our
spiritual formation. Reflect on how one particular holiday
celebration or family tradition has played a significant role in
your relationship with God and your spiritual growth. Share
your observations.

O1In light of all you've read and discussed, what's one thing
God has done in your life that you want to celebrate today?
How will you celebrate? (Be sure to answer this one with a

big smile on your face!)
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Want to celebrate? Set aside
a few minutes each day over
the next week to practice this
discipline in a variety of ways.

Day 1
Go on a walk outdoors by yourself—even if it's just for five

minutes! Walk in silence, enjoying and thanking God for
the beauty you observe in nature or in those who pass by.

Day 2

Sing a song of celebration, such as a favorite praise song or
a celebratory hymn like "Now Thank We All Our God," "God
of Our Fathers,” or "Great Is Thy Faithfulness.” (You can
find hymns online at www.cyberhymnal.org.)
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Day 3

Imagine you're a great stage actor, powerfully
performing a monologue with feeling and conviction.
Now, in that spirit, read aloud Psalms 98 and 100. Try
to capture the emotion and essence of each phrase and
idea with your voice. As you read, allow the psalms to
speak to your heart.

Day 4
Write a "thank you card” to God, focusing on one specific
thing God has done for you that you deeply appreciate.

Day 3

Do something light-hearted and fun with a friend or
family member today, like going out for coffee and
swapping stories, watching a comedy together, or

just sharing some goofy jokes. Though not specifically
focused on God, this type of experience can help set a
celebratory tone for your life. God gave you a wonderful
life to enjoy!

Day 6

Read and reflect on 1 Thessalonians 5:16-18, thinking
especially about what it means to live out these ideas
when you're going through a difficult or painful season
of life. Rewrite the verse in your own words, seeking
to capture the key ideas as if you were writing a note
to a friend.

48


www.kyria.com

A Celebratory Life | For Participants
Live It
:: Day 7/

: Help someone else have joy in her day by sending a fun

and anonymous encouragement card. Pick out a funny
card from a store or make a card that includes something
simple and fun like confetti, an un-inflated balloon, or a
stick of gum. Include some kind words that will remind
your friend of God's loving presence.
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Interact

Use this bonus idea during your
group’s meeting time.

For this activity, you'll need copies of the "Define
It" cards on p. 53 (approximately one copy for every
eight participants). Make each copy on a different
color of paper. You'll also need pens or pencils,
several dictionaries, and several concordances.

This activity will take about 15 to 20 minutes.
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Before you talk about the "Explore” questions with your
women's group, use this creative discussion exercise to help
participants expand their understanding of celebration.

Shuffle up the "Define It" cards, then pass them out, one per
participant. Have women form teams of four with others
who have the same color card; each team of four should sit in
a small circle. Give each team at least one dictionary and at
least one concordance.

Ask everyone to privately read the word written on her
card. Then explain that this activity will consist of four
"rounds” in which you'll give the group a short and specific
writing task that they'll do on their card (either front or
back). After the Round 1 task is completed, everyone will
pass their card to the person on their right (in their team)
and you'll give new instructions for what they should do
with their new card in Round 2. This process of writing and
passing cards will repeat through all four rounds.

When everyone understands how this will work, give the
group the following directions, allowing a few minutes for
each round (as needed).

Round I: Do your best to write a basic dictionary definition
of your word. Think in terms of how a secular audience
would understand its meaning. If you want, use the
dictionary provided to your group.

Round 2: Read your new word and what's written so far
on your new card. Now add to your card by describing the
word in spiritual or Christian terms. If you'd like, include
a Bible verse; you can use the concordance provided to
your group.
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: Round 3: Read your new word and everything that's

: : written so far on your new card. Now think of what the

trait on your card looks like in the life of a Christian
woman. Jot down a description of a specific example of
that trait being displayed or expressed in everyday life.

Round 4: Read your new word and everything that's
written so far on your new card. Now do your best to
think of one word that's the exact opposite of the trait on
your card. Write it at the bottom of your card.

After all four rounds, have teams exchange cards with
another group. (Ideally, teams should exchange cards with
another team that had the same color of cards; this will
enable them to look at different words than those they just
read and wrote about.)

Have teams read through their four new cards, then talk
about these questions:

O Is there anything you'd change or add to what's
written on these cards? Explain.

O Why are these traits important in the Christian life?
Be specific.

0 Of all the words you've looked at during this
activity, which one do you most desire to strengthen
in your own spiritual life? Why?

After this discussion, prompt teams to begin talking
through the "Explore” questions.
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Contentment
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Use email or a phone call during
the week after your group meets
to check in with the women in your
group. encouraging them to do the
“Live It" life application stepsl!

No study of celebration would be complete without
a...celebration! Plan a light-hearted, low-stress
party for your group, centered around the theme of
gratitude. Invite everyone to bring some fun food to
share and play some silly get-to-know-you games.
The goal here is simple: have a great time together!

About halfway through the event, gather everyone
together for a brief time of sharing, prompting
everyone to tell about one specific thing they're
thankful for and that they want to celebrate from the
past year. (If you have a smaller group, you could
enhance this discussion by having women share
something they want to celebrate from the past week,
from the past month, and from the past year.)
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: Next, lead the women in decorating simple "gratitude

: : journals” that they can write in reqularly to record things

they want to celebrate and thank God for. Women can each
bring a spiral notebook, then they can use scrapbooking
supplies, markers, stickers, ribbons, or other craft supplies
to put their own personal touch on their journals.

Wrap up this part of the party with a short prayer, giving God
credit for the great things he's done. Then move into more
time of eating, laughing, and smiling together.
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Go Deeper

Want to explore this topic further?
Or are you looking for resources to
recommend to the women in your
group? Check out the following
books and web resources:

Books:

The Busy Mom’s Guide to Spiritual Survival by Kelli B.
Trujillo (Wesleyan; 192 pages). Take a fresh look at some
classic spiritual practices through the eyes of the busiest
people on earth: mothers of small children. You'll find out
why these practical disciplines are so important for
maintaining a vibrant spiritual life and discover realistic,
doable ways to implement them in everyday life—with
kids. As a bonus, you'll garner some age-appropriate ideas
for fostering spiritual growth in the lives of your children.
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Go Deeper

Celebration of Discipline: The Path to Spiritual Growth by
Richard Foster (HarperCollins, 1998; 228 pages). This book
explores the "classic Disciplines,” or central spiritual practices,
of the Christian faith. Along the way, Foster shows that it is
only by and through these practices that the true path to
spiritual growth can be found.

Dancing with My Father: How God Leads Us Into a Life of
Grace and Joy by Sally Clarkson (Random House, 2010; 224
pages). When the author noticed a lack of joy in her own life,
she realized how easy it can be, especially for women with
overloaded to-do lists, to feel weighed down by drudgery and
disappointment. But rather than slogging through her days,
Sally wanted to know the delight of God's presence. She began
prayerfully exploring how to cultivate deep-rooted joy even in
the midst of difficult seasons. In this warm and wise book, she
invites you to experience for yourself what happens when you
trust God to lead you into a life of anticipation, passion, and
purpose.

Life! Celebrate It: Listen, Learn, Laugh, Love by Luci Swindoll
(Nelson, 2006; 202 pages). This book shares advice for living
life to its fullest, tips on how to savor the moment, and how to
love what you're doing. Known for "living the life out of every
day,” Luci connects with women young and old, single or
married, professional women and homemakers as she
challenges us all to see life through the lens of possibility.
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Splashes of Joy by Barbara Johnson (Thomas Nelson, 1996). The
author's approach to life is positive, uplifting, therapeutic, and
fun but she's far from being a cock-eyed optimist—blind to life's
grief and disappointment. In fact, her entire ministry of joy and
encouragement began in the "slimy cesspool” of her own pain.
She is a clear-eyed optimist. And that's why her laughter is so
infectious and her wisdom rings so true in this joy-giving book,
which offers giggles and guidance to help you.

Online Articles:

““Extravaganza-Free Birthday Celebrations”
by Shelly Radic, from MomSense

““Small Celebrations in a Super-Sized Workplace”
by Olga Samples Davis, from FaithintheWorkplace.com

Bible Studies:

“It’s All About Joy!””—a single session study from
ChristianBibleStudies.com

“The Joy of Being Content’””—a single-session study from
ChristianBibleStudies.com

“Seeing Christ in the Jewish Feasts” —a six-session study
from ChristianBibleStudies.com

“Thanksgiving Day Reflections and Ideas” from
ChristianBibleStudies.com
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