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 WORLDVIEW
The people power of the Church in places of hardship.

 There’s the story most people know about David C Cook, 
Disciplr, and Integrity Music—the one about learning and 
worship resources purchased and put to work in local churches 
like yours.

But there’s another story. It’s the one about initiatives that 
equip the global Church to make disciples in hard places where 
Christians are in the minority, facing religious hostility, and 
enduring hardship.

When it comes to persecution of Christians, we often associ-
ate it with government restrictions. But we are just as likely to see 
social hostility, as the map shows.

People power is real. Around the world, we see it wielded 
by those who have never had it before. Just think of the Arab 
Spring five years ago that swept through seven nations. Or the 
threat of ISIS that permeates through borders. These are exam-
ples of people trying to overpower governments.

But the Church expresses a different kind of people power, 
and it always has. Jesus came to establish a spiritual kingdom, 
not a political one. His law is love of God and neighbor. And in 
this issue of Resourceful, you’ll see how that love shines through 
those who live and work in hard places—not to overpower gov-
ernments, but to spread the gospel.

The cover story introduces you to courageous Christians in 
Mosul, Iraq, and highlights learning and worship resources that 

encourage you to take a stand with them. Author Matt Bays 
traces the journey of Finding God in the Ruins. And in Shelf 
Life, you’ll discover recommended reading to help you through 
hardship that affects you personally.

One of our global initiatives provides Life on Life curricu-
lum and training to serve children who endure hardship. From 
Rwanda, the story of Stick and Stones and Altars of Thanksgiving 
shows the hope of transformation within the country’s next 
generation. This initiative represents how God’s kingdom 
advances through strategic alliances with organizations and 
donors that invest with us. 

Finally, we’re pleased to welcome Gospel Light and Standard 
Publishing into the David C Cook family, creating what is 
now the largest interdenominational legacy of Sunday school 
resources. We take this occasion to highlight Lessons Learned in 
Sunday School from the late 1700s to the present day. 

Transforming lives together,

Cris H. Doornbos
CEO, David C Cook

LEVEL OF SOCIAL 
HOSTILITIES IN EACH 
COUNTRY AS OF 
DECEMBER 2013 Latest Trends in Religious Restrictions and Hostilities  

FEBRUARY 2015  •  PEW RESEARCH CENTERLOW      MODERATE      HIGH       VERY HIGH    NO DATA

Levels of social hostilities involving religion
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CURRENT

News
MAKE THE LESSON ALIVE
From across Rwanda, ministry leaders and teachers gathered in January to 
learn a new approach to engaging children with Life on Life lessons developed 
uniquely for their country. One training participant, Jean Paul, summed it up: 
“make the lesson alive” through small group participation, activities, and games. 

It’s a change from having a single teacher simply speak to large groups 
of children. And it represents a new focus on the faith development of 
children within the Anglican Church of Rwanda, one of the largest Christian 
denominations in the country; one in twelve Rwandans is Anglican.

Trainees put their new skills to work and saw immediate results. “Participative 
methodology helped children to understand very well what they had learned 
from Sunday school,” says Jean Paul. Back home in Cyangugu, five parents 
have begun attending church because their children were so enthusiastic about 
Sunday school. 

See more of the story on page 12.

EVENTS & TOURS  10

Worship flows from a heart that draws life from the One who gave it. 
Leading people into that understanding is an honor we don’t deserve, 
but we do out of love and reverence for Him.
Nirva Ready, of Seth & Nirva
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C U R R E N T

Album 
Releases
AVAILABLE NOW
All Sons & Daughters,  
Lincoln Brewster, Israel Houghton 
& New Breed, Paul Baloche,  
Greg Sykes and more I Am N

Covenant Worship Take Heart

Noél Robinson Outrageous Love Live

Rend Collective, Stuart Townend, 
Darlene Zschech and more 
Ultimate Hymns for Today

APRIL
All About Worship My Pursuit

Kari Jobe  
Gateway Worship Voices: Kari Jobe

Paul Wilbur Forever Good

MAY
Life Worship Wide Open Space

Seth & Nirva Never Alone

Travis Ryan Until My Voice Is Gone

JUNE
Kids Worship: Ultimate Collection

A GROWING FAMILY OF LEARNING RESOURCES
Just as David C Cook has been equipping the church with Christ-centered learning resources 
for generations, so have Standard Publishing and Gospel Light. When curriculum from these two 
publishers became part of the David C Cook family last December, the move made perfect sense. 

“It’s exciting to see these organizations come together with the same biblical focus and values,”  
says David C Cook CEO Cris Doornbos. 

Each of the distinct curriculum lines will continue, allowing churches to retain the tradition and quality 
they have come to trust.

A Prodigal Son  
Becomes a  
Changed Man
It’s a scorching day in Malawi, but smiles radiate as a family sits 
in the shade of their house, holding their household Bible. The 
children clutch their own copies of The Story of Jesus. And no 
smile brighter than the 40-year-old father’s as he reads out loud.

The Story of Jesus is especially close to his heart, because in its 
pages is the story of how he became a changed man. Before that 
time, he says, “I didn’t have time to listen to the Word of God; I 
was drinking beer every day.” 

But after The Story of Jesus had been distributed at his children’s 
school, they brought the good news home. The illustrations drew 
him into the story of the prodigal son. 

“I realized I was just like the lost son, and I made the decision to 
accept Jesus as my Savior.” 

The man’s family and friends testify that his life began to gradually 
change. He stopped drinking and began to study the Bible earnestly. 

His wife makes clay pots to support their family. She recalls when 
she noticed his transformation: “My husband had no time to help 
me or the family. But one day he said that he realized he was the 
one making our family poorer and poorer every day.” She was 
stunned. The next morning, he took up a job at a local factory to 
support the family.

For many people, an encounter with evil 
is often the first time they seriously think 
about the existence of a Creator.
J. Warner Wallace
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Book Releases
AVAILABLE NOW
Matt Bays Finding God in the Ruins:  
How God Redeems Pain

Paul J. Pastor The Face of the Deep: 
Exploring the Mysterious Person of the  
Holy Spirit

Gwen Smith I Want It All: Exchange  
Your Average Life for Deeper Faith,  
Greater Power, and More Impact

Jamie Snyder Like Jesus: Shattering  
Our False Images of the Real Christ

Kara Tippetts And It Was Beautiful: 
Celebrating Life in the Midst of the  
Long Good-bye

Voice of the Martyrs  
I Am N; I Am N Video Curriculum Kit  
and Study Guide; I Am N Devotional

Logan Wolfram Curious Faith:  
Rediscovering Hope in the God of Possibility

APRIL
Jimmy Dodd and Larry Magnuson  
Pastors Are People Too: What They  
Won’t Tell You But You Need to Know

John Hambrick Move Toward the Mess:  
The Ultimate Hack for the Boring  
Christian Life

Bob Roberts, Jr.  Lessons from the East: 
Finding the Future of Western Christianity  
in the Global Church

MAY
Dale Pyne The Path of a Peacemaker: 
Transforming Relationships with the  
Power of the Gospel

As believers, we need to learn 
how to embrace suffering….  
If you understand it and 
accept it, then that’s what’s 
going to make us unstoppable 
as a church. Francis Chan

Did you know you can now 
join us online for Family 
Ministry Conversations  
by video? Sign up free at 
truministry.com/fmc to 
receive these weekly insights 
from today’s most influential 
family ministry leaders. 

DO YOU READ ME?
Findings from a 2015 survey by Pew Research Center indicate that 
Americans enjoy books in various formats. 

The percentage of adults who reported reading at least one book in 
whole or in part during the prior 12 months:

BOOKS IN ANY FORMAT

72%
PRINTED BOOKS

63%

EBOOKS
27%

AUDIO BOOKS
12%

DCC.is/eBooks
Take advantage of free  

Christian ebooks provided weekly, 
and sign up for email reminders.

http://DCC.is/eBooks
http://www.truministry.com/fmc
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Events&Tours
Join your favorite  
authors and artists at 
these upcoming events.

All Sons & Daughters
Tour, April, AllSonsAndDaughters.com

Covenant Worship
Take Heart Tour, April, Facebook.com/covworship

Matt Chandler
Together for the Gospel, April 12, t4g.org

Kelly Minter
The Outcomes Conference, April 19–21, OutcomesConference.org

Preston Sprinkle
Q Denver, April 21–23, Qideas.org/denver

Lincoln Brewster
Thrive Conference, April 28, ThriveConference.org

Eugene Cho
International Justice Mission Global 
Prayer Gathering, April 21,  
ijm.org/pastors-gathering

Larry Osborne
Sticky Teams, April–May, 
NorthCoastTraining.org/sticky-teams

http://www.outcomesconference.org
http://www.NorthCoastTraining.org/sticky-teams
http://www.ijm.org/pastors-gathering 
http://www.qideas.org/denver 
http://www.thriveconference.org
http://www.t4g.org
http://www.facebook.com/covworship
http://www.allsonsanddaughters.com
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Gwen Smith
Word of Life Women’s Retreats, April–May,  
camps.WoL.org/womensretreat

Kyle Idleman
North American Christian Convention, July 12–15, 
GoToNACC.org

Michelle Anthony, Megan Fate Marshman, Eugene Cho
The Gathering, May, DCCGathering.com

Francis Chan, Kari Jobe
Together 2016, July 16, reset2016.com

The City Harmonic
Tour, April–August, TheCityHarmonic.com

Paul Baloche
LeadWorship Workshop, May 20-21, 
LeadWorship.com/calendar

C U R R E N T

http://www.thecityharmonic.com
http://www.dccgathering.com
http://www.leadworship.com/calendar 
http://www.reset2016.com
http://www.gotonacc.org
http://camps.wol.org/womensretreat/
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GLOBAL 
INITIATIVES

LIFE ON LIFE 15 

Unlocking the  
Future for  
Child Survivors  
of Suffering

Sticks and Stones and 
Altars of Thanksgiving
A children’s lesson in giving thanks points to the promise of an 
emerging generation in the Anglican Church of Rwanda.

BEFORE CLASS FILL A BUCKET OR OTHER CONTAINER WITH PEBBLES.  
YOU WILL NEED EIGHT PEBBLES FOR EACH CHILD. 
So says the final section of the lesson about Noah and the Ark, in the teacher’s guide for 
what is affectionately called the ‘sticks and stones’ version of Life on Life curriculum. The 
phrase echoes a children’s rhyme, yet it’s for real in Rwanda, a poor, mostly rural country 
rebuilding from the devastation of genocide in 1994. 

In Rwanda, churches don’t have basic supplies common in children’s ministry and 
education. But sticks and stones are as plentiful as the stories of promise emerging with 
a new generation.

“Twenty years ago, we were in a state of being fed as a people,” says Anglican Archbishop 
of Rwanda Onesphore Rwaje in 2015 remarks to a U.S. assembly of Anglican church lead-
ers. “Now you can see new buildings come up here and there in different towns and in the 
city of Kigali. You can see the church, which has built hundreds and hundreds of schools. 
You can see the church putting up clinics. And, we have planted hundreds and hundreds 
of churches. Rwanda is getting on its feet. Rwanda is learning how to walk again.”

HAVE THE CHILDREN STAND IN A CIRCLE.
Much can be learned by coming together. Meaning the children, yes, but not only 
them. New children’s ministry opportunities are emerging as Christians in the United 
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States and Rwanda stand together 
in a common mission. Parishes 
form partnerships in a circle that 
spans oceans. 

In 2000, the Province de L’Eglise 
Anglicane au Rwanda (PEAR) began 
a missionary effort to plant and 
revive biblically faithful Anglican 
churches in North America. The 
effort now includes congregations in 
twenty-nine states and has become 
a ministry association known as 
PEARUSA within the Anglican 
Church in North America.

Meanwhile, Archbishop Rwaje 
and other church leaders in Rwanda 
had heard about a groundbreaking 
children’s ministry model that was 
beginning to transform the lives of 
4.5 million children in a neighbor-
ing nation. 

Church leaders in Uganda had 
worked together with David C 
Cook to create biblical lessons 
and interactive activities that 
equip teachers to engage stu-
dents with each other. More than 
Sunday school curriculum, it’s a 
Life on Life model for ministry 
to children. The goal is to instill 
biblical truth while also devel-
oping character and life skills 
needed to face the harsh reality 
of poverty and all that comes 
with it.

But where would churches in 
Rwanda find the means for this 
kind of ministry? From seeds of 
creativity and partnership in the 
circle of Christians who stand 
with them. 

“In 2014, we agreed to create 
what we now call the ‘sticks and 
stones’ version of Life on Life 
lessons,” says Greg Baird, vice 
president of global resources for 
David C Cook. “We went back 
and revised lesson activities that 

Blessed Beyond Expectations
You probably know the passage in Mark 10:13–16, but take a moment to read it 
with fresh eyes:

People were bringing little children to Jesus for him to place his hands on them, 
but the disciples rebuked them. When Jesus saw this, he was indignant. 

He said to them, “Let the little children come to me, and do not hinder them, for 
the kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Truly I tell you, anyone who will not 
receive the kingdom of God like a little child will never enter it.” 

And he took the children in his arms, placed his hands on them and blessed them.

It’s easy to understand that passage as a story about how much Jesus loves the 
little children. But that’s not all we see here.

Jesus got angry with the disciples for missing the point. 

This is one of two passages where we see Jesus get angry. He was indignant—
annoyed at his disciples. Jesus had attracted crowds of people and was teaching 
them. Children were a distraction from the main event, the disciples thought. But 
they were missing the point.

The only other time we see Jesus angry is recorded in Matthew 21 and John 2, 
when he encountered corrupt moneychangers in the temple. Jesus did not lash 
out in sudden anger; he made a whip of cords—a deliberate decision—then drove 
them out and overturned their tables. He was that angry.

So when we read that Jesus became angry with the disciples for turning the children 
away, what does that tell us about the priority he placed on serving children?

Jesus blessed the children beyond what was asked or expected.

People brought children to Jesus with the request that he place his hands on them 
as an act of blessing. In that day, it was a common request of religious leaders. 

When the disciples tried to intercept, Jesus rebuked them in three different ways. 
First, in a positive sense: let the children come. Second, in a negative sense: don’t 
forbid them. And third, he pointed to the children as examples of faith: for the 
kingdom of God belongs to such as these. Most people would have looked to the 
disciples as examples, but Jesus pointed to the children instead.

Then Jesus not only blessed the children, he took them in his arms. He did more 
than was asked, more than a customary touch of blessing by a religious leader. 
And in that verse, the language of blessed literally means he “poured himself out” 
on them. Passionately.

Jesus went above and beyond. Jesus showed his disciples— 
and us—that it’s not about what we’re asked to do; it’s 
about what we’re called to do. 

So let’s be passionate in the way we serve children. Let 
them come. Let them be blessed beyond expectations.
Greg Baird is the vice president of global resources for David C Cook

More than Sunday school curriculum,  
it’s a Life on Life model for ministry to children.
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required even pencils and paper, and replaced those with things they could find wherever 
they are—meaning sticks and stones.”

During what he calls a complicated period after the genocide, Archbishop Rwaje says: 
“Church leaders were very few, and yet the church was ready to be used by the Lord for 
suffering people.” So the Anglican Church started a potato project, bringing Irish seedlings 
to distribute at no cost to families who could then cultivate a self-sustaining food supply. 
The most ambitious families turned their supply into a small business. 

Potatoes demonstrate the desire and effort of the Anglican Church of Rwanda to become 
self-sustaining. Support from churches in the United States becomes seed money for grow-
ing parishes—an investment in the future of the church and the lives of its children.

EXPLAIN THAT YOU ARE NOT GOING TO BUILD AN ALTAR LIKE NOAH DID. 
INSTEAD YOU ARE GOING TO MAKE A PEBBLE PILE THAT WILL REPRESENT  
A SPECIAL PLACE WHERE THEY CAN THANK GOD  
FOR LOVING THEM AND TAKING CARE OF THEM. 
As the Rwandan children pick pebbles to build their altars, they have no memory of their 
country’s flood of bloodshed. But they feel its effects. 

People are still in survival mode, and so is the church, says Archbishop Rwaje. “But, by 
the grace of God, I can tell you we have come far.” 

There is much to be thankful for, even as Rwandans continue to rebuild their country 
and strengthen their communities. “So I tell a story of God’s faithfulness to our beloved 
country, Rwanda—a story of God’s faithfulness to his church in this country in the midst 
of darkness,” he says.

Thankfulness resonates in the Anglican celebration of the Eucharist. Jesus instituted this 
sacrament at a Passover supper with his disciples—a meal to remember God’s faithfulness 
to an oppressed people. The liturgy reminds us: It is right to give him thanks and praise.

So across Rwanda, children add their pebbles to countless little altars, each with their own 
remembrances. Their thanks comes despite a painful past. Their praise looks to a hopeful future. 

DEMONSTRATE FOR YOUR CHILDREN. 
Archbishop Rwaje speaks with urgency about the next generation of the church in Rwanda. 
Yet he does not mandate the new model for children’s ministry. Instead he opens doors and 
casts vision. He understands that what’s important to the pastor of the church is important 
to the church.

In January 2015, Rwanda’s Anglican church leaders received training from David C 
Cook for a small-scale launch of the ‘sticks and stones’ lessons in one diocese. It served as 
a demonstration and platform for casting vision among pastors throughout the country’s  
ten other Anglican dioceses. 

Four hundred of those pastors came to gatherings hosted in January 2016 to present 
the potential and priority of children’s ministry. And another two hundred ministry lead-
ers attended two-day training sessions to implement the curriculum in their churches. 

Altogether, twenty-five thousand children will participate in the ‘sticks and stones’ lessons 
in the coming year. They will stand in a circle. They will gather pebbles in a special place 
where they can thank God for loving them and taking care of them.

TAKE A PEBBLE FROM THE CONTAINER AND WALK TO THE MIDDLE OF  
THE CIRCLE. HOLD THE PEBBLE ABOVE YOUR HEAD AND PRAY SOMETHING 
LIKE THIS, “DEAR HEAVENLY FATHER, THANK YOU FOR GIVING ME GOOD 
HEALTH SO I CAN COME AND TALK WITH MY FRIENDS, THESE CHILDREN, 
EVERY WEEK.” 
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 Mamathe Children’s Home has been providing love and care to 
orphans in India since 2004—orphans like Ishka, who has lived 
there since her mom dropped her off at age two. Even though she 
is now thirteen, Ishka still struggles with feelings of abandonment. 

“The hardest part of being an orphan is trying to remember how 
everything happened… struggling to remember people and inci-
dents, figuring out what was real or my imagination,” she says.  
“I sit up at night sometimes trying to put the pieces together, but 
it’s like putting together a puzzle without the picture on the box.”

• • •

Vijay Kumar, who directs India programs for David C Cook, says: 
“Our definition today of an orphan is any child who is deprived 
of the love of father and mother, for whatever reason.” That depri-
vation itself causes significant emotional trauma—not to mention 
the effects of poverty, disease, and exploitation, which are all too 
common among these children.

“These kids came from a background where they were never 
loved, they were never cared for. All the time, they were either 
scolded or abused or disappeared,” Vijay says. “These kids are rusty 
locks—all their emotions, childhood, hope, desire, everything is 
locked up and getting rusted day by day.”

Unlocking God’s future in these children requires teaching that 
addresses the deepest areas of grief and hurt in a child’s life. So 
Indian ministry leaders in 531 church-based clubs use a unique 
three-year curriculum called Life on Life, which not only teaches 
about Christ and spiritual formation, but also life skills and char-
acter development. 

Alongside this curriculum, The Action Bible brings God’s Word 
to life in a way that children can immediately relate to. Each 
child attending a club receives a copy of The Action Bible to call 
their own.

Vijay sums up the tremendous opportunity for Life on Life 
transformation: “We are using this curriculum so that it can 
unlock these rusty locks, so the children can blossom and become 
children again.”

Unlocking the Future  
for Child Survivors of Suffering
Since 2010, a unique curriculum has equipped the Church in places of hardship to serve more than six 
million children through life-on-life relationships. Together, Bible lessons and caring connections are 
unlocking the future for young survivors of abandonment and trauma.

Life on Life
SPIRITUAL FORMATION, LIFE SKILLS,  
AND CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT

Children who grow up in a context of abandonment, 
poverty, disease, or civil conflict can experience 
emotional trauma long after the hardship. Such 
grief exposes a deep need for Christ’s comfort and 
hope, as well as for practical skills to flourish in the 
face of challenging circumstances.

In 2010, in partnership with Indian ministry leaders, 
David C Cook developed a unique three-year 
curriculum called Life on Life, which not only teaches 
about Christ and spiritual formation, but also life 
skills and character development. The curriculum 
equips teachers to engage students with one 
another, providing a relational context for learning. 

Book Two

discipleship programme  
for children’s church  
(ages 8-14)

of Uganda
Church

Manual for Leaders

Church of Uganda  
Vision Statement

“A Christ-centered Church equipped  
for transforming mission among people”

“To fulfill Christ’s mission through  
holistic teaching, evangelism, and discipleship  

and healing for healthy and godly nations.”

Church of Uganda 
Mission Statement
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Year One

Provincial Children’s Ministry 
Teaching Manual  

Anglican Church  
of Kenya

Jesus grew in stature and in wisdom and in favour 
with God and man – Luke 2:52
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Anglican Church  
of Kenya

Vision Statement 
“A growing, caring Anglican Church boldly proclaiming Christ” 

Mission Statement
 “To equip God’s people to transform the society with the Gospel”
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Full Gospel Mission Cameroon  
National Teaching Curriculum 

CHURCH OF 
CAMEROON

Ages 9 to 11

Transforming 
Children
for a better 
CAMEROON

A Crisis Response Children’s Curriculum

Helping Communities Heal:  

After the  
Earthquake

IN
FA

S
H

A
N

Y
IG

IS
H

O
 Y

’U
M

W
A

R
IM

U
 W

’IS
H

U
R

I R
Y

’ICY
U

M
W

ER
U

1 Umwaka wa mbere

Provinsi y’Itorero  
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Yesu akomeza kugwiza 
ubwenge, abyiruka ashimwa 

n’Imana n’abantu.  
Luka 2:52
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22 Countries
Life on Life was first used with 300 orphans in 
India. Today, after translation into 13 languages and 
adjustments for various cultures, Life on Life equips 
the Church in 22 countries around the world.  

6 Million Children
Beyond serving orphans, this learning resource brings hope 
to more than six million children at risk due to poverty, 
disease, and civil conflict. 

DCC.is/Life
Take a visit to India by video to  

learn more about children there who 
benefit from Life on Life curriculum 

and The Action Bible.

Ishka’s breakthrough came during a Life on Life lesson Mamathe Children’s Home, while reading the story of Zacchaeus in  
The Action Bible. She saw herself in the vibrant illustrations. She learned how Jesus called out to Zacchaeus, even though other 
people in town disliked him.

The rusty lock in Ishka’s heart came open. She understood that Jesus loves her and reaches out to her in the same way.  
She realized, I am not abandoned.

Since then, caretakers say she has completely changed: Instead of feeling bitterness and confusion as she reflects on her experi-
ences, she shines with the confidence of knowing she is a beloved child of Christ.

“Jesus sees what is inside each and every person, even when no one else can,” says Ishka. 

Ethiopia
Uganda

Ukraine

Rwanda

Kenya

India
Indonesia

Belize
Senegal

South Sudan
Ivory Coast

Mali

Tanzania

Cameroon Bangladesh
Mexico

Haiti

Malawi

Sierra Leone

Dominican 
Republic

Kenya

She shines with the confidence of 
knowing she is a beloved child of Christ.

http://DCC.is/Life
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FINDING GOD IN THE RUINS

A CONVERSATION WITH MATT BAYS
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In Finding God in the Ruins, Matt Bays reveals his 
scars of family dysfunction, abuse, and addiction. 
And, in the wake of trauma almost unspeakable, 
his words deliver raw honesty and pastoral 
wisdom for how to love people who are suffering, 
here at home and around the globe.

In your book, you describe how your 
stepfather didn’t know how to love you 
because he had not been loved in the way he 
needed. How are you able to be a different 
kind of father to your daughters?
I had a very loving parent in my mother. She was very 
encouraging. She always believed that we could do great 
things. She called out what we were good at, often. And she 
never went a day without telling us how much she loved us.

While I had the opposite from my stepdad—even worse 
than opposite—I really felt close to my mom and felt loved 
by her. When my kids were born, I was still in the thick of 
trying to figure out a lot of the tragedy from my own life. But 
I was able to draw from the example of my mom. 

What insight would you share with others 
who are learning to love in ways they didn’t 
experience growing up?
There’s a term in counseling called “reparenting.” What that 
means is allowing people into your life who can fill in the 
gaps for the things you didn’t receive.

If you had a really dysfunctional relationship with your 
father, then you allow people into your life to be your 
surrogate father. And they don’t have to be 25 years older 
than you. I met with a guy this morning; he’s 31 years old, 
and I’m 45. But there are things about his leadership that 
seem so natural because he had a good relationship with 
his dad. So I watch and learn from him.

But it’s easier to allow others into your life when you’ve 
had a stepdad like I had—when you know he’s completely 
whack-a-do. What happens, though, when you’ve had 
a mother who provided for you, who was good to you in 
some ways, but there’s still a lot of dysfunction? We tend 
to continue wanting their approval and seek it out. And 
if we don’t lower our expectations and stop trying to get 
from them what they’ve never been able to offer, we are 
less apt to allow the love of others into our lives.

DCC.is/Home
WATCH THE  BOOK TRA ILER  AND MUS IC 
V IDEO OF  “TAKE  ME  HOME”  RECORDED BY 
MATT  BAYS W ITH  H IS  S ISTER  AND MOTHER.

http://DCC.is/Home
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Reparenting is one of the ways God heals us. And what I 
love about redemption is that we have no idea who God will 
use to get his love to us. 

You also worked on a collection of stories 
about children around the world who 
have gone through incredible suffering—
abandonment, sexual exploitation, poverty, 
violence, and much more. What struck you 
most about their view of God?
We forget that in some places like India, they know nothing 
about Jesus. That’s always a little shocking. How have they 
not heard this message yet? So the material that’s being 
taught is very simplistic. It’s simply presenting the gospel—
and they’re responding to it. 

Understanding the poverty that they live in, both spiritually 
and physically, is unbelievable. I remember one of the 
stories about a boy who saw his mother being set on fire 
by his father. I can’t imagine how you overcome that. Yet at 
the same time, I could identify. I never saw my mother set 
on fire, but our lives were burned to the ground. 

Do I think that boy can never get past this? Not for a 
second. I know he can. But only the love of God can 
change things for him. 

In the foreword to this collection of stories, I tell donors that 
gifts to this initiative are more than a once-a-month draft from 
your checking account. This is life and death. Your dollars are 
providing a way for these children to hear about the love of 
God that can heal their wounds and change their lives. 

Based on your life experience and mission trips 
you’ve taken, how would you encourage people 
to approach missions in contexts of suffering?
I’ve been on several mission trips. But let’s not forget 
there’s a mission field here too. People might think, you’ll 
never experience the love of God like you can over there. 
No, actually, you can experience that here. It’s not just 
about helping those people. What about your world—being 
useful in your own country?

I realize some are called to missions, and I think mission 
trips are an amazing thing. But if that is the once-a-year 
use of your life—please! You’ve got a story of God’s 
redemption in your life. And God is calling you to use your 
story to help others, wherever you are in this world.

F E AT U R E  S T O R Y

GOD IS CALLING YOU TO 
USE YOUR STORY TO HELP 
OTHERS, WHEREVER YOU 
ARE IN THIS WORLD.
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How might the Church in North America become 
better equipped to offer the kind of hope you  
write about?  
It starts from the top down; pastors, leaders, and influencers. 
We have to get comfortable with re-understanding the whole 
redemption part of ministry. I say this as someone who has 
worked in the church for over twenty years.

When somebody says, your writing has changed my life, I think, 
how exactly? What are you doing differently? I’m an action 
person. As an alcoholic, I live my life by the twelve steps. If you 
want a better life, you have to work hard at recovery. It’s not going 
to happen by reading about it or simply listening to a sermon.

But a lot of times, it seems that Christianity just doesn’t like to do 
the work of recovery. It wants to say, Jesus wiped it away, and so 
we’re good. But God is interested in the journey of our recovery. 
The journey is key to being able to see where we have come from 
rather than just where we are today. Knowing that road, being 
familiar with the bumps along the way, means we will be able to 
empathize with fellow travelers on the journey of redemption.

Hope, grace, and healing are gritty things. They are not lightening-
strike miracles—they take time. They take work. They take surrender.

Speaking of a journey, how you are you doing 
alongside your sister, who has been battling stage 
four cancer?
I’ve been grieving over the course of three years. Unless God 
reaches down and touches her, I don’t know how long she will be 
with us. I wrote a line in the book that says: “The thought of losing 
her is absurd.” And that’s the best word for it. It doesn’t make 
sense to me. But that is not in my control. And I have to believe 
that God will teach me how to live in a new way if I ever lose her. 

My sister Trina is home for me. We’ve been through a lot together, 
so we’re like old war vets who have survived the same battlefield. 
When I first mentioned this to my counselor, I realized just how 
true it was—that in many ways, she was my home. 

Later that night, after that particular counseling session, I was on 
my iPhone and saw that my daughters had downloaded a new 
song through my iTunes account, which I share with them. It was a 
song I’d never heard before: “Take Me Home” by Us the Duo. The 
words were perfect. And I felt like God was showing up to help me 
do the work of grieving. 

As I was listening to the song a few days later, I got misty as I 
imagined how it could become a book trailer and music video with 
my sister, my mom, and me—three of us who have experienced 
so much redemption together. So we recorded it, and the video 
means the world to me. It is something I will always cherish. 

Matt Bays is the founder of Finding God in the Ruins, a nonprofit ministry focused on brokenness,  
recovery, and healing. He tells his personal story in his newly released book, Finding God in the Ruins.

READY  
TO FACE  
THE FIRE
In India, children like Shiva attend church 
clubs that teach Bible lessons and 
trauma recovery from The Action Bible 
and Life on Life curriculum. ‘Aunties’ 
and ‘uncles’ lead the clubs and lovingly 
guide boys and girls who have suffered 
due to abandonment, sexual exploitation, 
poverty, and violence.

Roaming the streets after his father had 
murdered his mother, Shiva was told about 
a home where kids like him were being 
rescued. At the Kristos club, Rachel became 
like an older sister to Shiva. She was intent 
on making it a safe place for him.

Unburdening the pain and trauma Shiva 
had experienced during just twelve years 
of life became Rachel’s goal. She used art 
along with The Action Bible as a means of 
drawing out the terror of his former life.

In unit six of the curriculum, Shiva heard 
the story of Daniel and how he had 
courageously faced a lion. He was then 
asked to draw a picture of what he was 
afraid of and he immediately began 
sketching a picture of a fire. Surprised, 
Rachel asked him about the fire and Shiva 
told about a fight between his parents—
about his mother being set on fire by his 
father—about watching her burn.

“I couldn’t bear her screams,” he told her.  
“I tried to rescue her but I was badly burned 
by the fire and couldn’t get to her.”

“What has this child seen? How will he get 
well?” These were Rachel’s initial thoughts. 
But with God all things are possible.

“I am finally ready to face the fire,” Shiva 
told her. “And I believe that God will give 
me all the courage I’m going to need.”
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Lessons Learned  
by Heart: 
    The Story 
 Behind 
   Sunday School

Sunday school is old school— 

a classic sl ice of church 

experience in chi ldhood  

and beyond. These days, 

you’re just as l ikely to cal l 

i t KidMin or family ministry. 

Whatever the label, these 

lessons from its legacy may 

surprise you as they reveal  

the heart behind the history.
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LESSON ONE: SUNDAY BEST
 That’s Chrissy in her pea coat and beret, moments before the 

whole family piled into her dad’s Chevy on a Sunday morning. They 
attended Tabernacle Baptist Church in Gastonia, North Carolina, 
in the days of “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms” and “Oh, How 
I Love Jesus.” Everybody seemed to know everybody, not just in 

church, but also in the neighborhood—schools, Scouts, sports, 
you name it.

Mrs. Elfreida Brooks was the be-all and end-all of the 
church’s Christian education department, as it was then 
known, including Sunday school and VBS. She had a cer-

tain kind of presence, and you respected her—because she 
invested herself in the children, and her Sunday school teach-

ers did the same. In fact, if those teachers saw you around town 
doing something you shouldn’t, they would call your parents. 

You were known. You were loved. You were raised up and vested 
in the goodness of God.
On Sundays, after each grade level of children’s classes had gone 

through their Bible lessons, Mrs. Elfreida Brooks would gather all 
of them into one large group in the church basement. They would sing together, 
and then someone from each class would get up and tell what they had learned 
that morning. 

Chrissy was nervous whenever it was her turn to speak. But not because she 
wasn’t listening—oh, she was. The stories and verses and songs sunk in deep. She 
was a child of God. 

Sunday best wasn’t only what she wore. It’s what she got in every lesson. And it 
would shape the course of her life.

• • •

Flash forward. That girl in the pea coat grew into her full and proper name, 
Chriscynethia. An articulate and musically talented young woman of faith, she 
loved church and performed as a vocalist in classical and gospel concerts. 

Work landed her in New York City, where her employer, a major book retailer, 
took notice when she increased sales numbers in the children’s religious section. 
After all, she knew what she was selling. She knew it deep down.

Her career advanced into publishing. And she met a man named James—also a 
singer, also a Christian.

But two phone calls changed everything. The first: an invitation to move to 
Michigan for a new job. She took the call and the job.

DCC.is/Disciplr
The key in choosing the perfect 
curriculum lies in knowing what 

important factors to look for. Check 
out Disciplr’s list of essentials to 

help you focus on what you need.

http://DCC.is/Disciplr
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And a month later, the second: word 
that James had died suddenly of a 
stroke at thirty-six years of age. That’s 
when Chriscynethia put God on hold. 
She tried her best to walk away. 

Then came a third phone call.
A dear friend from church in New York said, “I want to be your prayer partner, 

and I’m not giving you the choice to say yes or no. We’re going to speak every Sunday 
night at seven. If you say nothing, that’s okay. You can just listen.” 

For several months, Chriscynethia would answer the phone every Sunday night. 
She would remain silent on her end of the line. Her friend would pray and pray and 
pray, yet Chriscynethia kept God on hold. 

Her friend asked, “Do you have any prayer requests?”
No.
“Okay. I’ll talk to you next week.”
But at some point, the understanding that you’re a child of God just doesn’t leave 

you. The deep-down stories and verses and songs are still there. God is still there.
And for Chriscynethia, the influence of Mrs. Elfreida Brooks was still there, along with 

lessons learned from all the other Sunday school teachers who taught her through the years. 

• • •

Today, Chriscynethia continues to work in publishing. She serves with David C 
Cook as vice president of sales and marketing for learning resources—some of the very 
Sunday school curriculum that helped to instill her childhood faith. She and her team 
come alongside churches as advocates for ministry to children and families. 

Because, she knows what it means to be raised up and vested in the goodness of 
God. That’s Sunday school at its best.

LESSON TWO: SOCIAL JUSTICE
Looking at contemporary Sunday schools, you might never guess their beginnings as a 
social justice movement in Britain during the late 1700s. 

As the Industrial Revolution swept through the United Kingdom and across to 
North America, working-class families sent their children to work in mills and fac-
tories six days a week. A hundred years before compulsory state education, formal 
schooling was out of the question for these children anyway. They worked to live.

But Sunday posed an opportunity. Christians of many denominations caught on 
to an idea to intercept the path of poverty and illiteracy for child laborers. So Sunday 
schools were born. By the mid-1800s, millions of children gathered in barns, houses, 
and churches to learn reading and writing. Lessons in faith and virtue came straight 
from the pages of their primary textbook: the Bible.

Sunday schools not only transformed the lives of children. They also changed the way 
churches approached ministry to children and families. And they began to shape the life 
of the entire congregation. Picnics and pageants marked the seasons and celebrations of 
the church year. Besides pipe organs, pianos and melodeons accompanied gospel songs.

Meanwhile, publishers like David Caleb Cook began to create resources for Sunday 
school classes and teacher training. One editor conceived of “a system of periodicals 
intended to awaken the interest and aid all grades of scholars in Bible study, one which 
would be adapted to the successive stages of mental development of learners.” These 
lesson papers provided “the story of the lesson, things to remember, and questions and 
answers in the words of the Bible text for instructing little ones.” 

DCC.is/Learning
Looking for suggestions within 

the David C Cook family of 
learning resources? We would 
be glad to connect with you 
and answer your questions.

http://www.davidccook.com/feedback/index.cfm?step=2&requestType=9
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LESSON THREE: HISTORY HIGHLIGHTS
1783 In England, newspaper publisher and Anglican layman Robert Raikes started and promoted Sunday school 
for child laborers, many of which were orphaned or abandoned. Anglicans in Halifax, Nova Scotia, also established a 
Sunday school.

1790 Philadelphia Quakers founded their First Day Society, the first Sunday school in the United States. The Sunday 
school movement spread through local churches and by way of missionaries who traveled to distant communities.

1824 The American Sunday School Union formed as an interdenominational organization to unite informal Sunday 
school societies that had sprung up since the late 1700s. The union published International Uniform Lessons that  
were “thoroughly biblical” and “popular in style,” with “illustrations drawn from what American children usually saw.”

1831 An enslaved African-American preacher, Nat Turner, led the most significant slave uprising in American history. 
He and many other slaves learned to read and write in Sunday schools, despite opposition from slaveholders.

1860 Anna Bartlett Warner penned the verses of “Jesus Loves Me.” Two years later, William B. Bradbury set it to 
music and added the refrain. It quickly became a popular Sunday school song.

1866 A new journal called Christian Standard came off the press, devoted to New Testament Christianity, and edited 
by clergyman Isaac Errett. The journal was to be the forerunner of Standard Publishing.

1872 Standard Publishing was founded and produced a variety of church resources, including lessons from the 
American Sunday School Union and the Standard Lesson Commentary.

1875 Businessman and Sunday school advocate David Caleb Cook began using his printing press to publish pamphlets 
that included lesson helps, plus a few songs, to avoid the full cost of hymnbooks. Cook was compelled by his compassion 
for children left homeless after the Great Chicago Fire in 1871. The publishing ministry carries his name to this day.

1891 The Sunday School Board of the Southern Baptist Convention was established. A century later, it became known 
as LifeWay Christian Resources, now the largest denominational publisher and retailer of Sunday school materials.

1894 A public school teacher in Illinois started a daily summer Bible school for children, establishing the tradition  
of Vacation Bible School. One year later, Standard Publishing produced the first printed VBS curriculum.

1900 By this year, it was reported that about eighty percent of all new church members in America first came to 
church through Sunday school.

1907 David Caleb Cook began issuing a monthly called Sunday School Executive, covering all departments of  
Sunday school organization and management, including news articles and planning tools.

1933 Having built one of the largest Sunday school programs in the country, Dr. Henrietta Mears, a respected Bible 
teacher, co-founded Gospel Light Press. She taught many young people who went on to become Christian leaders, 
including the evangelist Billy Graham.

1974 Group Publishing joined the ranks of curriculum publishers with an emphasis on youth ministry.  
It has grown to become a leading publisher of a variety of teaching resources.

2009 Barna Group researchers reported that eight out of ten American adults remember 
consistently attending Sunday school or other religious training as children.

2012 According to a study commissioned by Gospel Light, two  
out of three churches in the United States still offer a summer 
VBS program.

2015 Gospel Light and Standard Publishing curriculum 
and commentaries became part of the David C Cook family, 
creating what is now the largest interdenominational legacy of 
Sunday school resources, including a variety of imprints, such 
as Gospel Light, HeartShaper, Encounter, Bible in Life, Echoes, 
Rio and Tru—all for ministry to children and families. And, a 
new online platform called Disciplr launched a one-stop solution 
for choosing church curriculum, preparing lessons, and managing 
volunteers; plus, Disciplr curriculum selections are interactive,  
for use on any digital device.  



Resourceful Magazine  |  25  |  DavidCCook.org

When militants from the self-proclaimed Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS) moved into northern 
Iraq, they began identifying Christian-owned property. 

Families would find the Arabic letter ن (or n) painted on their homes and churches. This single letter 
conveyed the powerful accusation that the occupants were “Nazarenes,” people who followed Jesus of 
Nazareth rather than Islam.

And with this mark would come a costly, life-threatening ultimatum.

The Day 
ISIS Arrived 
 in Mosul
A STORY OF  
CHRISTIANS FACING  
ISLAMIC EXTREMISTS



C O V E R  S T O R Y
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The June 2014 day broke like almost any other day in 
Mosul, Iraq: hot and dusty and teeming with people, traf-
fic, and trade. People flocked to marketplaces in Iraq’s sec-
ond-largest city (population 660,000). Horns honked amid 
the pent-up traffic. As the day progressed, the din of street-
side chatter rose appreciably. By noon, it sounded like a 
cacophony of blackbirds chattering among themselves.

That’s when Abu Fadi, a sixty-five-year-old Mosul native 
living just miles from the city, received the phone call that 
changed everything. For some, the phone call marked the 
beginning of the end of life as they knew it—and in some 
cases their very lives.

“Abu,” said a friend in Arabic, “ISIS is coming. We have 
heard from someone we trust. Today is the day.”

For weeks the rumor mill had been churning that self-pro-
claimed ISIS terrorists who had been ravaging cities else-
where in Iraq would take Mosul next. That’s where Abu’s 
mother, Sara, and sister, Dleen, still lived. As Christians, 
they would be in grave danger. ISIS hated many people in 
the world, but especially Christians. The ultimatum to fol-
lowers of Jesus? Convert to Islam, pay an outlandishly high 
tax, leave, or be killed.

“How can we hope to get my mother and sister out?” asked 
Abu. Both women were disabled and in wheelchairs.

“It will not be easy,” his friend stated. “And if Mosul falls, 
can your city be far behind? We must pray very hard, Abu. 
We must—” 

Baroom.
An ISIS military water tanker, rigged with explosives, blew 

up near the Mosul Hotel, where government security officers 

were stationed. Abu’s friend hung up the phone. Chaos 
descended on Mosul.

Armored vehicles rumbled down streets. ISIS troops began 
freeing the first of what would be about one thousand pris-
oners. Gunfirebroke out. A woman who had planned to cele-
brate this day as her wedding day died in a blast.

ISIS fighters ripped down the cross on the Syriac Orthodox 
cathedral of Mar (meaning “saint” or “martyr”) Afram. They 
replaced the cross with loudspeakers proclaiming that Islam, 
not Jesus, was the way.

Everywhere chaos reigned. People dragged possessions to cars. 
Traffic jams closed roads. Screams of panic echoed. Amid it all, 
Abu received sporadic phone reports from his friend in Mosul, 
who at one point said, “The Iraqi army is now fleeing the city.”

During the following weeks, Abu secured permission 
from an ISIS judge to permit his mother and sister to stay in 
Mosul. A few weeks after taking Mosul, ISIS swept into Abu’s 
city, just as he had feared. More Christians hastily packed and 
fled, but Abu and his wife, Rukia, could not leave Sara and 
Dleen in Mosul.

For sixteen days, ISIS occupied the area where Abu lived—
sixteen days that to Abu seemed like sixteen years.

“Please come get me, Abu,” pleaded 
his mother during yet another phone 
call from Mosul. “It is not safe here.  
You must—”

A man’s hardened voice cut in on the 
line. “Let me state it more clearly,” the 
ISIS soldier declared. “If you do not 
come get these two infidel dogs, they will 
either be converted to Islam with guns at 
their heads or thrown onto the street.”

Abu had no chance to get his mother 
that day because he’d be going against the 
surge of frantic people escaping the city. 
Both women were allowed to stay with 
a Muslim neighbor for the night, but 
the ISIS soldier confiscated their house, 
pulled a can of spray paint from a bag, and 
tagged the front of the house with ن—an 
Arabic n for “Nazarene”—Christians live 
here. Property of the Islamic State.

Unable to go to his mother and sis-
ter, Abu arranged for a Muslim friend to drive the women to 
him. Once they arrived, Abu and the women could flee from 
there. Like almost forty thousand others who fled the purge in 
Mosul and the surrounding area, they crammed the few pos-
sessions they could fit into the car and headed east for relative 
safety in the city of Erbil, sixty miles away.

Soon Abu and his family arrived at the first checkpoint. 
Cars weighed down to their struts with people and their 

“Convert to Islam 
or be killed. It is 
that simple. It is an 
easy choice, no?”



possessions inched forward in dozens of lines. 
Exhaust stained the air. ISIS guards stood with 
firearms and swords. Abu had prayed about this 
moment—for courage to stand for his beliefs.

“Who are you?” a guard asked.
“We are Christians leaving Mosul, because we 

are not permitted to stay in this Muslim land,” 
Abu replied.

The guard, now joined by others, refused to 
let the family pass. Instead, they placed a call to 
superiors. Thirty minutes later, two shiny SUVs 
arrived. Young men brandishing new, expensive 
firearms stepped out and began peppering the 
family with questions.

Abu answered honestly: “Yes, we are 
Christians.”

“Leaving is no longer an option for you and 
the rest of your infidel family,” said the leader. 
“Convert to Islam or be killed. It is that simple. 
It is an easy choice, no?”

Abu pleaded with the men to let his family 
proceed. He referred to passages in the Quran 
that allow Christians to live if they pay the jizya 
(Islamic tax). For ninety agonizing minutes, the 
discussion continued, as if a bomb were tick-
ing and destined to go off any second. As they 
talked, an ISIS fighter wielding a sword circled 
Abu, ready to strike if he tried to run.

“Enough,” declared the leader. He grabbed 
Abu by the arm and led him away as his wife, 
mother, and sister wept, pleaded, and prayed. 
“Prepare to die,” he said, pushing Abu to his 
knees. “Last chance. Will you convert to Islam?”

Abu looked back to the three women, then 
heavenward. He prayed for strength, wisdom, 
and courage. Even though he felt weak and 
expected the sword to plunge into him at any 
moment, he sensed God’s peace strengthening 
him. “No, I will not be a Muslim,” he stated.  
“I do not denounce Jesus.”

The man raised his sword. Abu bowed his head, 
closed his eyes, and prayed. Then he heard another 
vehicle arrive and exhaled. Another black SUV. 
Out came another ISIS official, who inquired 
about the situation and then walked over to Abu.

“I have a message for you to deliver to your 
church leaders as you leave our land,” he said. 
“We are victorious. And we will follow you 
Christians all over the world. We will reach 
the Vatican and convert the pope to Islam if  
we have to.”

I AM N
The Arabic letter nun, or noon, is equivalent to n in our alphabet.  
Any person who takes a stand for Jesus in occupied Iraq, any person 
who chooses to be “n,” pays a high cost. 

Without warning, some Christians in Iraq are dragged from their 
homes and businesses by armed militants—and they are never seen 
again. Pastors who share the message of Jesus in their communities 
are beheaded in front of their families. Children who will not renounce 
Jesus are shot. Teenagers may be taken from their homes and 
families and forced into service to ISIS or beaten, mutilated, and left 
for dead. Other atrocities are even more horrific.

Since 2003, such persecution has forced more than a million Iraqi 
Christians, who refuse to renounce Jesus and the Bible, to flee. Many 
survivors live in refugee camps, trusting God daily for their food, 
shelter, and safety because they have no money, no work options, 
and no other place to go. Even more challenging is the reality that 
their situation is not temporary; their life circumstances on this earth 
are unlikely to improve—ever.

Yet their courageous, steadfast commitment to God in the face 
of persecution provides Jesus followers all over the world with 
a powerful picture of what being “n” is all about. They willingly 
sacrifice everything they have in this world in order to fulfill God’s 
calling to obey and serve him. Like the heroes of the faith whose 
stories we read in the Bible and in the record of church history, they 
are living out Paul’s words in Philippians 1:21: “For to me to live is 
Christ, and to die is gain.”

As our persecuted brothers and sisters in Christ walk this path, 
they begin to see their circumstances through God’s eternal 
perspective. That perspective changes everything. It leads them 
to view themselves not primarily as the persecuted but as those 
who serve on the front lines as God accomplishes his purposes 
in the midst of evil and chaos. They don’t focus their attention on 
their small minority; they focus on the majority of people who are 
reachable for Christ. Their eyes are open to see that ISIS or other 
Muslim extremists are not thwarting God’s eternal plan.

The very suffering of our persecuted brothers and sisters is creating 
a deep hunger for the truth of Jesus among many moderate 
Muslims who express deep hurt, regret, and even anger concerning 
the atrocities in Iraq. Some even say, “We’ve read the Quran and 
know that Muhammad himself committed such atrocities. Now we 
want to learn about Christianity—about Jesus, about the Bible. 
Please tell us more.”

Seizing the opportunity, these precious followers of Jesus boldly 
proclaim, “I am n.” Counting the cost, they stand firm, faithfully sharing 
the message of God’s grace to a world that desperately needs him. 



Abu felt like a 
fish that had 
been hooked and 
fighting for its 
life when suddenly 
the fisherman  
cut the line. 



Abu didn’t know what to say but reminded himself not to 
utter anything disrespectful toward the Muslims. Simply be 
honest, he told himself. “We wish no harm on your people,” 
he said. “Only to practice our faith as we please.”

The official looked at him and spit. “Get out of here, you 
dogs,” he said, turning and walking away.

At a second checkpoint, ISIS soldiers again detained the 
family. They called officials at the first checkpoint and were 
instructed to check the car for valuables. Abu surrendered all 
he had. When a guard found money that Abu’s wife had hid-
den beneath a seat, he ordered the family out of the car.

“If you convert,” said one guard, “all that we took from you 
will be given back. You will even be protected. So, tell us you 
embrace Islam.”

“I am a Christian,” said Abu.
As before, a long round of verbal volleys ensued. Each time 

the ISIS guard asked Abu to convert, and each time Abu 
politely but firmly said he was a Christian and would not.

Finally, another guard—a supervisor—came from the 
booth and fired questions at Abu. This man, Abu thought, 
is different from the rest, almost like an actor playing a part but 
deep down not that character himself.

“So, you have left behind a home and would be willing to 
pay the tax?” the supervisor asked.

Abu nodded. Yes, the previous checkpoint had taken sub-
stantial money that could be used for the tax. And yes, they 
did own a house.

The supervisor instructed the interrogating guard to make 
a call. After the guard left, the supervisor turned to Abu. “Be 
gone,” he said. “Fast.”

Abu felt like a fish that had been hooked and fighting for its 
life when suddenly the fisherman cut the line. He nodded his 
thanks and returned to the car.

Upon reaching Erbil, they saw that the city was already 
overpopulated with Syrian war refugees. Because of the ISIS 
purge in Iraq, the city was expanding even more each day. 
What did most of these refugees have in common? They were 
Christians whose lives had been pulled out from underneath 
them. Students who had been ready to graduate from the 
University of Mosul now had no records to show they had 
even been enrolled. Young people engaged to be married now 
didn’t even know where their fiancées were. Adults who had 
jobs now were jobless.

They sacrificed it all. They left behind their homes, the 
lives they had lived, and their hopes for the future, choosing 
instead to trust in God and serve him wherever he would lead.

The conditions in Erbil were miserable. Nauseating smells 
rose from garbage and raw sewage. People curled up beneath 
makeshift tents made of blankets, towels, or scrap materials—
anything to protect them from the relentless sun and oppres-
sive heat. They searched desperately for water and food.

Amid all this, Abu set up a lean-to tarp for his family. 
“Now,” he said quietly, “we thank God for a safe journey.” 
And they bowed their heads to pray.  
Excerpt from I Am N: Inspiring Stories of Christians Facing Islamic Extremists  
© 2016 The Voice of the Martyrs
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WE STAND AS ONE
Make Your Commitment to Stand with Persecuted Christians

Five new resources equip you and your church to stand with brothers and sisters in Christ who face persecution. 

The I Am N book features more than 50 dramatic stories of persecuted Christians who have faced Islamic extremist 
groups like ISIS head-on. Following each testimony is a short reflection on the eternal perspective in the midst of 
violence, fear and even death. 

Along with the I Am N book is a 90-day devotional, a group curriculum with accompanying participant’s guide,  
and an inspirational music CD from Integrity Music, featuring some of today’s top worship leaders.

The Voice of the Martyrs and David C Cook have joined together to produce these resources, with all VOM 
proceeds to directly support Christians facing Islamic extremists.

DCC.is/n
Enjoy a free song download of “We Stand as One,”  
written by Greg Sykes especially for I Am N.

 SUBSCRIBERS ONLY

http://davidccook.com/resourceful/?utm_source=resourceful&utm_medium=link&utm_campaign=magazine#free
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WORSHIP

The Birth from 
Above and the 
Spirit of New Life
Through essay and illustration, readers who look into The Face 
of the Deep are prompted to consider how their spiritual lives are 
woven and empowered by the Spirit. For many, one of the most 
profound moments is baptism. 

Paul J. Pastor  At the table of Christ’s Last Supper, John reclined against the Teacher. In 
the gospel he wrote as an old man, he recounted what had happened immediately before: 

Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into his hands, and that he had 
come from God and was going to God, got up from the table, took off his outer robe, 
and tied a towel around himself. Then he poured water into a basin and began to 
wash the disciples’ feet and to wipe them with the towel that was tied around him.  
He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus 
answered, “You do not know now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” 
(John 13:3–7) 

Later we would understand. 

• • •

NOEL ROBINSON 33 

Truth Is

NO BETTER VERSION OF YOU 38  

In Tune



Through water, Jesus was upending the world, replacing every broken 
understanding of masters and servants, of high and low, of above and 
below, replacing them with the truth. He, the firstborn through the 
Holy Spirit of God’s new humanity, was a bridge, a border crosser, the 
one who could go through water and come out of water, and call up 
out of water a new creation. 

The whole scene there in the upper room in Jerusalem was beautiful, 
intimate. As the bread (“my body, which is given for you,” Luke 22:19) 
and wine (“the new covenant in my blood,” Luke 22:20) circled the 
table, beginning a meal that has never ceased, John, the beloved dis-
ciple, leaned back against Jesus. He heard the heart of God pumping 
blood in the chest of a laborer from a village in the northern hills. He 
heard Christ’s breath rustle like feathers in his lungs, perhaps sensed 
his pulse and breathing quicken, his throat tighten when Judas rose 
and left the table into the night. 

I wonder how many times he thought of those words, as an old 
man, an exile, waiting for the death and new life that he had heard and 
seen and written of so starkly. 

“Later you will understand.” 

• • •
I remember the moment I was born. Not the first time, but the second. 

I think it was on the Fourth of July that followed my seventh 
birthday. I remember being young, my new-believer parents having 
introduced me to Sunday school a few months before. I knelt by my 
wooden bed in the hot summer upstairs of our old farmhouse, and in 
words that I do not at all remember, simply said yes to God. And by 
faith, I was born anew, born again, born from above.

Here is the miracle of the thing: any observer would only have seen 
a freckle-nosed boy murmuring by a pillow—no angels descending, 
no dove alighting, no voice from heaven. But of all the moments in 
my life, this was one of the very most significant. I hesitate to say 
that this is the moment when I was saved, because I feel that every 
day between that one and this has been a tiny step in the process of 
Christ-likening. But I have no doubt at all that this was the moment 
I was born. That mystical minute, I believe, saw little me dive with a 
child’s faith from death to life, from emptiness to abundance, from 
small darkness into expansive light. That moment was one of happy 
hope, a feeling of indescribable lightness, a sense that if it was bidden, 
my heart could fly.

Later I would understand.
A couple of years later, my father would baptize me, on the birthday 

of my little brother Christian (who died a year before, when he was 
three days old). I was less than ten. A child. But my immaturity did 
not keep me from wholeheartedly affirming the life of the Father, Son, 



Resourceful Magazine  |  32  |  DavidCCook.org

W O R S H I P

and Holy Spirit as my life, and as I went down into the 
warm water and was pulled up again, my own white robe 
sticking to my bones, I felt the flutterings of the Holy One 
against my ribs. I knew I was beloved. 

The decades since then have been a long growing up. 
Like any newborn creature, my spiritual self went through 
infancy, childhood, and adolescence. I had growth spurts 
and reversions to earlier stages of development. Various 
seasons brought doubts, transgressions, frustrations, dark-
nesses, and second darknesses. I experienced farm and for-
est, desert and oasis, rough and bitter struggle and great 
flourishing joy. 

But in all of it, even at the most difficult turns of the trail, 
I never doubted one thing. I was alive. I had been born by 
the Spirit.
Excerpt from The Face of the Deep: Exploring the Mysterious Person of the Holy Spirit © 2016 
Paul J. Pastor

Scripture quotations in this excerpt are taken from the New Revised Standard Version Bible, 
copyright 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of 
Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Icons of the Spirit
“Many of us have no clear conception of who the Spirit is or how the Spirit works beyond our often-hazy gleanings from 
sermons and hymns,” writes Paul J. Pastor in the introduction to his new book, The Face of the Deep: Exploring the 
Mysterious Person of the Holy Spirit. 

Paul knew he needed visual reinforcement for the book’s fourteen personal essays that trace the movement of the Holy 
Spirit throughout the Bible. So he called Martin French, chair of design arts and associate professor in illustration at 
Pacific Northwest College of Art in Portland, Oregon. Paul was hoping for an introduction to an art student to create 
illustrations for the book. But Martin became curious to do the project himself.

The author and artist found that they share a common symbolic language. Some of Martin’s prior liturgical artwork 
reflects the dark ethos Paul was looking for: a stylistic blend of Mike Mignola’s Hellboy graphic novels with Greek 
Orthodox iconography. 

Martin illustrated fourteen icons for the book. One of them, The Birth from Above / The Spirit of New Life,  
depicts a man on fire preparing for birth, a visual idea prompted by Paul (see page 30). 

“This was a beautiful prompt to work from, and also loaded with cultural clichés and 
stereotypes,” Martin says. “The icon needed to offer some visual surprise. When Paul 
suggested this general idea, I saw it in my mind immediately. It was a month or more before I 
actually drew it, but it came together effortlessly, as if I’d drawn it a hundred times.”

The icons perfectly complement the writing. “I fear that people get caught up in ephemeral 
metaphors when thinking about the Holy Spirit,” Paul says. “He never gets weight in 
people’s imaginations. I wanted to ground the readers’ imagination and have them see these 
symbols of the Spirit as something that carries punch. These are heavy, dark images, but a 
good kind of dark.”

I felt the flutterings of the Holy One 
against my ribs. I knew I was beloved.
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Noél Robinson  I woke up one morning with a ques-
tion. I asked myself, what is truth? The following words 
came back to me. As I received them, I wrote them down.  
I hope you don’t mind me sharing them.

Truth does not need a human expression to validate it. 
Truth does not need a logical view to add weight to it, nor 
hope to realize it. 
Truth does not need expectation or experience to manifest it. 
Truth does not need your belief to exist!

Truth does not need history or a future to justify it. 
Truth does not need a forensic test to qualify it. 
Truth does not need human reasoning or perspective  
to hold it!

Truth is eternal. 

It will stand the test of time. It will stand alone, undaunted.  
It will not erode or metamorphosize.  
In the face of lies and deceit, it will come out still standing.

The Truth you see from your view point, from your under-
standing, even from your limited revelations—what you see 
from the before to the now—this Truth goes into your future. 
Be assured: Truth does not die. It goes back to its source, 
accomplishing that which it was sent to do.

Truth does not weigh up pros and cons, or make excuses for 
its judgments.

When it comes against failure, it is still Truth. 
When it comes against unbelief, it is still Truth. 
When it comes against grief and loss, it is still Truth. 
When it comes against poverty and pain, sadness and 
rejection, it is still Truth.

You will never outlive or outrun Truth. It will follow you.

Death has no power over Truth.  
In sickness or shame, it is still Truth. 
Even science cannot ignore Truth.

Life has no power over Truth. 
The courts have no power over Truth. 
The governments of this world have no power over Truth.

Truth goes beyond facts. 
Truth goes beyond what you see or feel or hear!

There are many little truths, seen from many perspectives, 
truths that are housed in our boxes:

Our boxes of life and lifestyles. 
Our boxes of culture and cultural things. 
Our boxes of emotions and feelings. 
Our boxes of belief and faith. 
Our boxes of religion and religious activities.

Our boxes of affluence and influence. 
Our boxes of information and knowledge. 
Our boxes of language and communication. 
Our boxes of class, even political ideologies.

Our boxes of accusations and judgments. 
Our boxes of secrets never to be told. 
Our boxes of things forgotten and hidden. 
Our boxes of things seen or unseen.

These boxes of little truths will always have to face Truth.

How they stand will be determined by how much Truth  
is in them.

Let Truth govern our every move. As Jesus said, Truth will set 
you free! In the end, Truth is the judge of us all.  
Noél Robinson is an international worship leader, music pastor, songwriter,  
and producer based in the United Kingdom. 

International worship leader, music pastor, songwriter and producer Noél Robinson  
is known for his genre-bending, prophetic style of worship. But there’s no bending the Truth.

Truth Is
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REFLECTION
I will buy into the lie that just a better version of me will solve some 
of what I’m feeling. But God loves the real me, and Jesus died for 
the real me—and the real you. And He has given us His Spirit to 
keep delivering us from these traps we keep falling into and back 
into the loving, forgiving arms of the Father.

For you did not receive the spirit of 
slavery to fall back into fear, but you 

have received the Spirit of adoption as 
sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” 

ROMANS 8:15

Matt Chandler  Honestly, I don’t struggle much with won-
dering if God forgives me, but I do still consistently have to 
preach the gospel to myself to believe that He likes me right 
now. Do you know what I mean? It’s easy to 
believe He likes Matt Chandler ten years 
from now. After some sanctifica-
tion, that dude is going to be 
legit. But the Matt Chandler 
of today? Sometimes  
I think God loves me 
and is just kind of 
patient with me. He’s 
just sort of tolerat-
ing me until I grow 
up a little more. 
But there’s certainly 
no delight in Him 
toward me. There is 
no gladness of heart 
over my being one of 
His adopted sons.

Romans 8:15–17 is 
going to help us a bit with 
this kind of thinking. When 
God called you and justified you, 
He called you out of one of four big traps 
of spiritual slavery.

First, you had bought into the lie that a better version of 
you was going to solve all your problems. A better version of 
you, a wealthier version, a more disciplined version, a more fit 

version—these are lies. Setting our hearts there is like running 
on a treadmill all the days of your life. Running and running 
and going nowhere.

Second, you got rescued out of the slavery of 
wanting other people to validate you. And 

few things are as life-sucking and 
soul-crushing as needing others to 

validate you.
Third, you got rescued 
from the lures of the 

world, from the lie 
that what you need 
is more of what you 
already have, even 
though that hasn’t 
satisfied you.

And fourth, He 
rescued you from 
religion itself. And 

religion is a funny 
one, because it’s trying 

to tip scales that don’t 
even exist. Works-based 

religion is a mirage.
All of these attempts at 

becoming “a better you” are 
anti-gospel. I don’t know why we try to 

pretend we’re more than we are. Jesus didn’t 
die for some better version of us; those people don’t even 

exist. He died for us, as we are. 
Excerpt by Matt Chandler from Grace Untamed: A 60-Day Devotional © 2016.

No Better Version of You

W O R S H I P
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HEART 
& HOME

Rock-Bottom 
Curious Faith
When things we can’t explain or understand make us feel 
uncomfortable or hurt, we forget that they can make us curious too. 
So hold on to what God reveals and know that there is more for you. 
Press on, friend. Live curious.

Logan Wolfram  “It’s going to be so cool when I grow up and get fired from my job.”
“One day when I’m big, I’m going to get a divorce and declare bankruptcy!”
“I can’t wait to get married and be widowed when I’m thirty.”
Things no child has said, ever.
We don’t dream dreams about living at low points. When we think of life, none of 

us want to spend it at the bottom of the barrel, the end of the road, the place where 
everything sinks and seems to come to a halt. No person ever longs to hit rock bot-
tom. But if we’re rethinking the movement of our faith and curiosity for more of God, 
then we need to also consider how far our theology will allow us to sink. And for all 
the efforts we make to keep from sinking low, somehow it seems that within each of 
our lives, we still do.

What is rock bottom? It’s the core of the earth, the depths of a soul, seemingly the 
furthest point we can fall from grace. It’s the moment in life when a meth addict real-
izes she hasn’t eaten in two weeks and is sleeping on the dirty floor of a cheap motel 
surrounded by ten other people in the same mess. It’s the businessman who makes a 
few bad investments and declares bankruptcy, sells his house and cars, loses his family, 

ADOPTION 49

Making Room  
for Children
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and moves into an apartment on the other side of town. It’s the 
state of a soul after fighting for the life of a loved one, draining 
a bank account to seek medical solutions, and spending night 
after night on bent knees in desperate prayer for healing, only 
to kiss comatose lips good-bye one last time as a final breath 
exhales in this world.

Rock bottom is that place where we come to the end of our-
selves, and there seems to be nowhere left to go, no further place 
to fall, no deeper place to sink. It’s the place of disappointment 
and failure that we don’t ever dream of finding ourselves in. 
Perhaps it’s even the place we spend a lifetime trying to avoid. 

But man, this life is full of disappointments. And for every 
new stage, there can be a new version of the bottom. What feels 
like the depths when we’re nineteen years old is different from 
what feels like the end of hope at thirty-five, sixty-five, or ninety.

WHEN LOVE HITS ROCK BOTTOM
When I was nineteen, I had a long-distance boyfriend. He was 
the first person I ever told that I loved, and I spent late college 
nights on AOL Instant Messenger and the phone to keep in 
touch. The summer after my sophomore year, I moved to be 
closer to where he lived and looked forward to finally being 
able to spend more time together, since we wouldn’t have entire 
states separating us. That summer in Colorado, I was finally 
just six hours from where he lived, instead of twenty-five. It was 
close enough for short trips. So in June, when I went to spend 

Father’s Day weekend with his family, I was beside myself, 
excited to finally be together. 

To my surprise, he avoided me the whole weekend and even-
tually admitted a random fling with a girl back at school. He 
had become a father a month prior to this confession. When 
I think back on it, I wish I’d offered him a Father’s Day card 
enveloped in clever detachment and sarcasm. But I’m pretty 
sure I just sat in silence on the basement couch with tears 
streaming down my face. 

I spent the remainder of the summer far away from home, 
feeling lonely, abandoned, and betrayed. Would I ever be able 
to trust anyone again? Would I ever be able to love anyone 
again? I didn’t know. All I knew was that it felt as if I had sunk 
to the bottom of my own broken heart. Chicago’s “I Don’t 
Wanna Live without Your Love” played repeatedly on my ste-
reo, and I cried myself to sleep most nights. Eventually I called 
my parents and begged them to come get me and bring me 
home. I wondered how long it would take for me to feel whole 
again. It was my first taste of what it felt like to hit the bottom. 

WHEN LOSS TAKES  
US TO ROCK BOTTOM
Many years later I hit rock bottom again as I stared at the 
stillness of that heart not beating on the ultrasound screen in 
front of me. For months afterward, any movie or television 
show I saw with an ultrasound scene sent me into heaving 

We define rock bottom to shore 
up our theology, to give us space 
to move in curiosity. 



sobs. Each phone call from yet another newly pregnant friend 
felt like a shot to my own heart. I occupied the end of myself 
in that place for what felt like a couple of years. I was a mess 
of despair and brokenness.

My beloved grandfather and patriarch of our family, Bop, 
died in January 2000. He and Nanny had been married for 
fifty years the previous summer. They spent a lifetime together, 
more than twice as long together as apart. I remember how 
Nanny looked at his funeral: hollow eyes staring into nothing, 
mouth drawn to contain overwhelming emotion. It appeared 
as if all life had vacated her physical body. I can’t even imagine 
what the bottom feels like when half of your life is one minute 
teasing you, and in less time than it takes for you to make your 
morning cup of coffee, an artery bursts, and you return to the 
room to find your soul mate dead on the bed. That is a low, low 
bottom I have yet to fathom.

As we explore new waters of life, we may also discover new 
depths in those proverbial seas. The further out we go and the 
deeper we invest in our lives, the lower we can sink when life 
pushes us under the waves. What feels like drowning at age 
nineteen so often can’t even compare to the ways we gasp for 
air later in life. 

WHY IT’S IMPORTANT  
TO DEFINE ROCK BOTTOM
And so we go along, alternating between living high on full lives 
and sinking low to new depths. There will always be brokenness 
in this life. We’ll always have disappointments. We’ll spend time 

after time picking ourselves up when life spirals us down to rock 
bottom. We’ll see the bottom more times than we ever care to. 
I’m sorry to say, but you can just about count on it. 

This is why it matters so much that we define rock bottom 
before we ever get there. If we allow our circumstances to dic-
tate how low we sink, there’s no telling how far we may fall. 
Disappointment shuts down our ability to hope and robs us of 
possibility. We fear being disappointed again, so we stop hoping 
altogether. It’s hard to have a curious faith if we don’t develop an 
understanding of where we land when we hit the bottom. But 
if we want to really live, then getting to the end of ourselves is 
actually just the beginning.

So we define rock bottom to shore up our theology, to give 
us space to move in curiosity. The end, which is really the 
beginning, is that our great God is good and that He is for 
us. He hung the moon and stars in the heavens, paints hills in 
afternoon sunlight, makes dying babies breathe, and absorbed 
brokenness on a cross so that we may become new creations. If 
the lowest we ever allow ourselves to sink still proclaims a story 
of redemption, then even the deepest deep is a springboard for 
forward movement again.

The depths of emotional oceans, the end of ourselves, the roads 
that seem to lead nowhere all finish at the foot of a cross sunk deep 
into the bottom of a rock called Golgotha. And the Man—Jesus—
who met His end on that rock is the reason we can all have a new 
beginning. Because He died in our place, we too can say, 

I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who 
live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in 

H E A R T  &  H O M E

Our God is King 
of the comeback.

Resourceful Magazine  |  38  |  DavidCCook.org



the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and 
gave Himself up for me. (Gal. 2:20 NASB)

When that vantage point becomes the lowest we can ever 
sink, everything else will always look up. In dying to our-
selves, we truly find life. The apostle Paul discovered this and 
even rejoiced at rock bottom. At his lowest point in prison, 
he proclaimed, 

Yes, and I will continue to rejoice, for I know that through 
your prayers and God’s provision of the Spirit of Jesus 
Christ what has happened to me will turn out for my 
deliverance. I eagerly expect and hope that I will in no way 
be ashamed, but will have sufficient courage so that now as 
always Christ will be exalted in my body, whether by life 
or by death. For to me, to live is Christ and to die is gain. 
(Phil. 1:18–21 NIV)

Our God is King of the comeback. No matter what, no mat-
ter how hard the winds of life try to blow you down, or whether 
the depths reach out to drown you, there is redemption. The 
nature of God, His goodness, and His entire plan for the earth 
are for a comeback. Christ’s resurrection more than two thou-
sand years ago means that you can rise again now. 

Maybe you feel like something is holding you underwater, 
pushing you to the bottom. Grab on to your foundation of faith 
in a good God and push yourself back up. We’re not meant to 
wait helplessly in a broken world, but to make comebacks over 
and over. So instead of falling into a downward spiral to a rock 
bottom when life pushes you under, reach out for the founda-
tion of your faith and live out a redemptive push upward season 
after season. 

The end of yourself is the beginning of hope, and defining 
rock bottom offers new life. Reach out to take hold of your 
Creator, whose character and capacity beckon you to follow. 
Sink your foundation into endings that become beginnings, 
and hold on to hope to follow curiously after the God who 
pulls you out of the pit to rise again. You can always wonder, 
always follow, and always pursue curiously after God, who is 
good and full of hope and possibility. 
Excerpt from Curious Faith: Rediscovering Hope in the God of Possiblity © 2016 Logan Wolfram

Scripture designated NASB is taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE®,  
Copyright © 1960,1962,1963,1968,1971,1972,1973,1975,1977,1995 by The Lockman Foundation. 
Used by permission.
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Raising children is one of my least favor-
ite activities. 

Three years ago, I had an easy life 
married to my high school sweetheart, 
Hanna. Finally “arriving,” we’d achieved 
good jobs, a little house, and a mode of 
living allowing for some recreation and 
travel. Then we took in foster kids and 
blew our world apart. 

Some people’s hearts burn for children. 
Watching children develop, teaching 
them, puzzling over phases and stages is 
a wonder to such people. Children are a 
mission, even a hobby—a constant labor 
of love. The existence of these people and 
biblical imperatives to care for orphans 
and widows added up to great personal 
shame—I lacked this passion. 

We humans often attribute the title 
of “calling” to personal preferences 
and passions. If personal preference is 
always a calling, then I must be called 
to wander the wilderness, trail run, 

and explore—these are my passions. 
All things to the glory of God, yes, but 
Jesus was very clear about caring for the 
least and last. 

Lacking any real desire one way or 
another regarding children, all I wanted 
was my wife. Only now am I starting to 
see, all I wanted was me. Fear and self-
ishness made it hard to lay down my life 
for Hanna. 

REASONS TO CHANGE
Four factors opened my heart to wel-
coming our (eventual) children into 
our home. First, Hanna wanted to take 
care of children, and I wanted this for 
her. Second, the Bible indicates that 
taking care of orphans and widows is  
pure religion. Third, my friend and 
coworker seemed happy with foster kids. 
Finally, C.S. Lewis said, “To love at all is 
to be vulnerable.” 

Resisting foster care had plenty to 
do with loving life at the time, but it 
also had to do with avoiding exposure 
to pain. I wanted insulation from real-
ity, to buy into an idealistic lie that life 
could be perfect. Plus, assuming care for 
children carried the terrifying prospect 
of responsibility for another. What if 
Hanna and I failed?

Fear of pain blinded me to selfishness, 
and cast a truly shameful shadow over 
my mind—children and their ways were 
repelling. Their helplessness, cries, and 
needs were nothing but irritants meant 
to ruin my life. “God, what a lousy way 
to design creatures,” I thought. 

RESCUE FROM 
SUFFERING
Taking our children in was embracing 
vulnerability, stepping directly in between 
them and their suffering. By no means 

Making Room for Children: 
A Father’s Adoption Story
From resistance to acceptance, from fear to love—a father tells how making room for adopted children 
has transformed his heart and home.



Taking our children in was embracing vulnerability, 
stepping directly in between them and their suffering.

should this be compared to the involun-
tary, abject kind of suffering so many in 
our world endure—but we have suffered 
for our children. Cancelled court dates, 
behavioral fallout, relentless sickness, 
arthritis, sleepless nights, endless paper-
work, mandatory appointments, the list 
of crushing challenges goes on. 

Hardest of all, our relationship has 
been battered through neglect. Some 
days, crawling across the bed at night 
to put my arms around Hanna feels 
like crawling across a desert—we are so 
tired. It all feels so heavy. 

Then I think about our adopted boy 
when he was a three-year-old, at his 
biological home, attempting to find 
food and fill a bottle for his baby sister 
because they were living in utter filth 
and neglect. 

I think about their baby sister holding 
my hand as sleep finally overtakes her 
for the day and she whispers, “I love you 
too, Daddy.” 

I think about all of the laughs and 
smiles we share. My hard drive is filled 
with hundreds of happy photos. 

I think about Jesus Christ, incompre-
hensibly adopting me, swallowing my 
suffering, and enduring all the wicked-
ness meant to destroy me. Jesus fulfilled 
His calling, and now He calls. 

Greater love has no one than this, that 
someone lays down his life for his friends. 

GRACE FOR  
THE JOURNEY
Transformation is an ongoing journey. 

My journey with adoption is an ongo-
ing transition from fear and selfishness to 
one of serving Hanna and the kids above 
myself (not always pretty, as Hanna can 
attest). Along the way, my heart is slowly 
undergoing a big transformation. 

Trail running is rewarding, and I 
still love having Hanna to myself. Yet, 
the dark cloud of selfishness has largely 
burned away and I can see our children 
more clearly. Their frailty and unbridled 
exuberance stand out as marvels in a vast 
and powerful universe. God gives grace 
to the humble. 

I can see my wife as grace to me and 
my truest friend. 

Hanna and I are called to these chil-
dren until our last breath. We will suffer 
for them, and it will be joy. We will seize 
life, explore, and adventure as a family. 

Raising children is my best activity. 
Brian Erickson Brian grew up slowly in dusty Route 66 railroad 
towns bordering the Navajo Nation. He makes a living as the 
interactive art director at David C Cook and has been married 
to his high school sweetheart, Hanna, for 12 years. Brian likes 
being outside—preferably running. Connect with Brian on 
Twitter or Instagram @BrianEricksonCO.

This article originally appeared in HomeFront magazine, 
February 2016. Used by permission.

DCC.is/HomeFront
HomeFront magazine equips 

parents to create fun, spiritually 
forming times in their homes. 

Besides personal stories like this 
one, you’ll find ideas for family 
time, meals, crafts and more. 

http://DCC.is/HomeFront
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The Truth about Lies
TIM CHADDICK
Conviction and character can lead us 
toward a pursuit of good, rather than an 
avoidance of evil. By learning to live in 
the Spirit, lies are exposed and moments 
of temptation are turned into powerful 
displays of our true identity as followers 
of Jesus.

Finding God in the Ruins
MATT BAYS
Imagine a life where gratitude overpowers 
anger, hope overcomes despair, and hunger 
for God replaces indifference to God. 
Matt’s unforgettable stories and refreshing 
transparency will usher you into the presence 
of a much bigger and truer God than the one 
who seemed distant during your suffering. 

Grace Untamed
VARIOUS AUTHORS, INCLUDING:   
ELYSE FITZPATRICK, MATT 
CHANDLER, J.D. GREEAR, PAUL 
DAVID TRIPP AND MORE
God’s extravagant grace liberates us to 
risk, dream, and love. But most of us still 
define our identity by what we do rather 
than who we are in Christ. These sixty 
short devotions challenge and equip 
readers to live in the scandalous freedom 
of God’s grace.

Finding Faith in the Midst of Life’s Mess

Life is by no means easy. We struggle with anxious thoughts, stressful conflicts, uphill battles, and heart-rending loss. 
Yet in the midst of life’s mess, when God can feel so far away, He has not forgotten us. And despite our doubts and 
disappointments, we can still find faith.

DCC.is/ShelfLife
Enjoy a free download of The Truth About Lies by 
Tim Chaddick. Download before June 30, 2016.

 SUBSCRIBERS ONLY

http://DCC.is/ShelfLife
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Curious Faith 
LOGAN WOLFRAM
Life isn’t tidy and neither is God, but 
we wouldn’t want it any other way. It’s 
time to release the illusion of control 
and wake up our sleepy faith. Let’s be 
women who worry less and wonder 
more. Let’s spark curiosity and restore 
hope. Blessed are the curious for they 
shall uncover possibility … everyday.

Move Toward the Mess
JOHN HAMBRICK
Boredom is ravaging the church—not because Jesus is 
boring but because Christians are often reluctant to dive 
into what God is doing out in a hurting, messy world. The 
antidote involves moving toward the mess – into a life of 
adventure, passion and purpose, where God is at work 
and where you can make a difference.

And It Was Beautiful
KARA TIPPETTS
How do you celebrate life when it 
turns out so differently than the one 
you dreamed? In her final book, 
Kara invites us to cultivate soft 
hearts even when we face great 
disappointment. Whether we are in 
the midst of dark days or mundane 
moments Jesus is always there, life 
is surprisingly beautiful, and God is 
forever good.

I Want It All 
GWEN SMITH
God created us to join Him in doing 
amazing work in the world. He offers 
His grace for each failure, His love that 
shatters hate, His peace that soothes 
the turmoil, His comfort, guidance, 
wisdom, rest, power, and significance. 
Every blessing He has for us is ours  
for the taking.
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LEADERSHIP

DiscipleShaping
Outcomes that fuel our motivation for spiritual growth.

 As a church leader, do you ever wonder what holds people back from the fullness 
of life Jesus described in John 10:10?

When you click around the church website or scan the Sunday bulletin, you might 
be looking at some of the roadblocks right in front of you. Bible studies. Small groups. 
Sunday school. Prayer gatherings. Training conferences.

Don’t get me wrong. These are all good activities—and all backed by good intentions 
for what I like to call DiscipleShaping. It’s the lifelong learning process to fulfill the life 
God intends for each of us.

No matter what you call this process, if you’re involved in ministry, you want to see spiri-
tual transformation taking place in the lives of people you serve. You want people to grow in 
the love and knowledge of God, to the point that their character and behaviors are changed. 

But the spiritual activities so common to our church experience may be the very 
things distracting us from spiritual outcomes. Houston, we have a problem. The pro-
grams we’ve created to advance the DiscipleShaping process don’t necessarily produce 
transformation.

How do we know?

THE SURVEY SAYS …
In a recent Barna Group research study, only one percent of church leaders said, “today’s 
churches are doing very well at discipling new and young believers.” Meanwhile, sixty 
percent admitted churches are doing “not too well” in this area. 

PERSPECTIVE 46

The Greatness 
Games
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Ironically, the same survey indicated that a lot of pastors 
think their church is doing better than most. Eight percent said 
they are doing “very well” and fifty-six percent “somewhat well” 
at discipleship.

How can so many pastors say most churches are struggling 
with this, and then imply that their church is the exception? 
Pastors, I care too much about you and your ministry—and the 
calling I share with you in the DiscipleShaping process—not to 
raise a concern. 

Like you, I am in pursuit of solutions. I believe the key lies in 
the difference between activities and outcomes. Because when 
it comes to DiscipleShaping, activities are what we do, but out-
comes are what we want in the form of real-life transformation. 

Part of our challenge is that activities are easy to measure. 
We can count attendance, baptisms, giving, and whatever else 
can be tracked on a spreadsheet. Yet it’s harder to gauge the 
development of biblical knowledge and Christ-like character. 
And we can see growth in one-on-one relationships much more 
easily than we can in a group as a whole.

Does this mean we shouldn’t measure activities? No, it doesn’t. 
We just need to remember that the activities we measure aren’t 
the goal. As a publisher of church resources, I have to acknowl-
edge that books and lesson materials aren’t the goal. Activities 
and resources are means to an end; when we use them, we need 
to be sure we’re accomplishing the desired outcomes.

I’ll never forget what a pastor friend of mine said about 
something he learned in more than thirty years of ministry. “If 
you don’t resource people, they don’t learn.” If all we have are 
conversations, even if we have them a dozen times, people don’t 
learn. Without resources, they don’t make the most of what 
they were really trying to get to.

So the question remains, how do we ensure that our ministry 
means—including activities and resources—lead to the greater 
end of transformation that we hope and pray for?

THE HEART DESIRES …
In DiscipleShaping, the greatest outcome is truly what the 
heart desires—and what God desires for us: fullness of life. 
Jesus promises this in John 10:10. I love the way The Message 
puts it: “I came so they can have real and eternal life, more and 
better life than they ever dreamed of.” 

Every single human being wants a good life—an authentic 
and fulfilled life that makes their world a little better than it 
was. Yet somehow, many people haven’t linked their spiritual 
growth to their fullness of life. 

When Barna Group asked practicing Christians about their 
spiritual growth, three out of four said it is “very important.” 
But their motivation wasn’t fullness of life. Instead they indicated 
“a general desire to know Jesus, or God, more” (46 percent), “a 
general desire to be more like Jesus” (41 percent), and the Bible’s 
instruction “to be more like Jesus” (34 percent). I pick up a sense 
of obligation in those responses. Do you?

Again, those are good things to want and strive for. Except 
that much like church activities, they are means to an end. If 
we treat activities as the end, we risk falling short of the great-
est outcome of DiscipleShaping—which also happens to be a 
powerful motivation to engage in the activities that can lead to 
fullness of life!

Jesus promises fullness of life and nothing less. He doesn’t 
promise a life of ease. He doesn’t promise a world free from 
temptation. He doesn’t promise to shield us from all suffer-
ing. But He does promise more and better life than we ever 
dreamed of. This is our heart’s desire, and it’s also the very thing 
God desires for us. 

Data and related quotations from The State of Discipleship by Barna Group, 
accessed January 26, 2016 at www.barna.org. Used by permission.

Resource
God created us to join Him in doing amazing work in the 
world. He created us to live with abundant joy, courage, 
and influence. As you pursue fullness of life in Christ and 
encourage others to do the same, a new book by Gwen 
Smith can stir your passion. I Want It All will ignite a fire 
in your heart to experience more faith, more power, and 
more impact. More of Jesus. All of Jesus. Everything that 
God has for you.

Cris H. Doornbos  
is the CEO of David C Cook.

Relationship
Who around you seems to be experiencing the fullness 
of life described in John 10:10? Perhaps you can think 
of one or two people who stand out as examples. Ask 
if they would be willing to have coffee or lunch with you 
and talk about their DiscipleShaping process—whatever 
they may call it. Glean wisdom about the factors that 
most significantly influenced their spiritual growth. How 
might you apply that wisdom in your ministry?

We just need to remember that the  
activities we measure aren’t the goal. 



The  
Greatness 

Games
We were born for greatness.  

Not for the world’s greatness  
but for eternal greatness:  

to know God and showcase God.



Gwen Smith  In my spare time I help coach our high-school 
volleyball team. Let me rephrase that, because I do not have 
spare time. Three months a year I choose to invest daily in the 
lives of young female athletes who play volleyball at the high 
school where my children attend. 

One of the games we play in practice is called Queen of the 
Court, the goal of which is simple: Gain and keep the lead. 
Dominate. Be the best and protect your turf at all costs. Serve 
more aggressively, pass more accurately, set more strategically, 
and hit harder than your opponents. It’s a fast-paced drill of 
skill. Only the strong survive. 

My life sometimes feels like a game of Queen of the Court. 
I strive, set goals, create a game plan, and execute the strategy. 
I long to be my best (a good thing), but at times my goal 
changes from wanting to experience all of God’s best for me 
to wanting to be the best (not so good). “Look at me, every-
one! Check out my people, my position, my possessions, my 
trophies of greatness.” 

I have to check my heart. 
Am I striving to be my best in order to make the most of 

what God has given me … or because I want to impress others 
and be at the top of the heap? Those are two very different 
questions. 

Too often I become fixated on aggressively spiking balls on 
the volleyball court of my ego, my family, my church, my 
community, my country. (My goodness!) To make it worse, 
I throw on an invisible jersey and play a game of Who Is the 
Greatest? against the people around me. Aren’t we so good at 
that? We think, 

•  My daughter could crush that volleyball if she could just get 
a good set. 

•  I would be incredible at that position if the boss would just 
stop giving all the best assignments to other people. 

•  If I use this decorating idea from Pinterest, my house will 
be the envy of every woman in the neighborhood. 

We want to be seen as the best. We want to be the best 
employees, work for the biggest Fortune 500 companies, and 
attend the largest megachurches with the most popular pas-
tors. We want to parent the smartest kids, serve on the most 
important committees, have the swankiest dogs, and dangle 
on the arms of hunky husbands who have a full head of hair 
and a six-pack. (Not Bud Light, people. Abs. Fab abs.) 

Our shiny pursuits and performances become our 
social-media statuses the moment they happen. Can I get a 
witness? Facebook. Instagram. Twitter. We boast. We brag. 
We reach. We strive. We show. We want. We need. 

As I think of these things, a hush falls over my heart. 
Conviction. Embarrassment. I feel as if I’ve been found out. 

Because I often wrongly perceive life as being all about me. 
Me. Me. Me. 
We live in a world filled with people who are famous for 

being famous and consumed with the greatness of them-sel-
fies. I’m not going to blow smoke. My last name might not 
be Kardashian, but on any given day, my heart can house just 
as much pride in how many Likes my posts and tweets get. 
Let me tell you a little secret: Christian pride is just as ugly as 
Entertainment Tonight pride. We Jesus girls just tend to drape 
it subtly over our modest-is-hottest shoulders and wear it with 
a smile. Because our sin isn’t as scandalous as tabloid sin, right? 

Lord, forgive us. 

We all want to be great. And that’s not a bad thing in and of 
itself. We need to be people of excellence. Jesus told a story—
the parable of the talents—where He taught that each of us is 
responsible to wisely use what we’re given (Matt. 25:14–30). 
God expects us to use our talents, personalities, gifts, and 
energy in productive ways. The problem lies in our motiva-
tion. If we’re striving for excellence so that others will be oh so 
impressed with our accomplishments, our relationships, our 
homes, our sins, our service, our bank accounts, and our Bible 
studies, then we’re acting out of pride. Instead of elevating 
our Lord, we’re elevating ourselves. 

As I think of these things, a hush falls over my heart.  
Conviction. Embarrassment. I feel as if I’ve been found out. 
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Lord, forgive us. 

The fire of conviction warms me … bends my knees. 
Queen of the Court is a useful volleyball drill, but it isn’t a 

game that Christians should be playing. It’s surely not a game 
that I should be playing. If I really want it all, everything God 
has for me, all the impact He intends for me to have, then I 
need to be far more concerned with the greatness of God than 
with the greatness of Gwen. 

As I get with God on these matters, He reveals some faulty 
ways in me and gives my heart fresh direction. In sports when 
you pivot, you turn to face a different direction. I realize that I 
need to make a plan that can help me pivot my conversations 
and responses toward the glory of God when I get thrown 
into the greatness games. Just because you and I are on an 
“I want it all” journey with Jesus doesn’t mean this tension 
will disappear from our lives. Not a chance. We’re constantly 
being invited to join in on the greatness games, and if we want 
to be women of eternal impact, we need to be prepared for 
how we’ll respond. Let’s examine a three-pronged mind-set 
that can help us turn our conversations and responses toward 
the glory of God and away from ourselves. Let’s unpack it. 

BE HUMBLE
John the Baptist was the king of the greatness-of-God pivot. 
You know the guy. He stood out like a sore thumb. God cre-
ated him and set him apart for a specific task. A great task. The 
greatest. To prepare the way of the Lord. A human megaphone 
for Jesus, John the Baptist spoke words of maximum volume 
as he pointed others to the One and Only and prophetically 
authenticated the divinity and eternal nature of Christ. 

John knew who he was, and he knew who Jesus was. He 
was all about Jesus. Unashamedly unique, John didn’t cave 
to comfort, popularity, expectations of others, or tradition. 
Instead, he walked in obedience to God and sought to make 
much of the Messiah. 

Commissioned by God to be famous for Jesus, John had a 
humble heart and perspective. “I’m not even worthy to untie 
this guy’s sandals.” 

Pivot.
I love what pastor and author Dr. Tony Evans has to say 

about this topic: “God is not opposed to greatness. God is 
opposed to pride. Big difference. Unfortunately, it is a differ-
ence not widely understood or embraced.”1

MAKE MUCH OF THE MESSIAH
John shows us that the secret to having all the greatness we 
long for is found in elevating God and making a big deal of His 
eminence. He turned selfish ambitions upside down when he 
pointed us to the paradox of the Christian faith. To be great in 
God’s eyes, we have to get over ourselves and become the least.

The people around John started to bicker and compare his 
ministry to the ministry of Jesus, and they just plain stirred 
up trouble. “What about this law? What about that one? Why 
is that guy (Jesus) baptizing people when you are supposed to 
be the baptizer? He’s taking your followers away from you! 
What’s up with that, John?”

Trouble. Trouble. Trouble.
Have you ever been around anyone who just likes to bicker, 

compare you to other people, and stir up trouble? Me too. But 
John didn’t take the bait.



“He must become greater; I must become less.” (John 
3:25–30)

More of Him. Less of me.

Pivot.
The more I get to know Jesus, the more I come face-to-

face with what I know is true: it’s not about me. (And it’s 
not about you either.) It’s all about Jesus and the glory of 
God’s greatness. You and I were born for greatness. Not for 
the world’s greatness but for eternal greatness: to know God 
and showcase God.

DON’T WORRY WHERE  
YOU STAND IN LINE
Finally, have a mind-set that allows the Spirit of God to set 
the pace. One of the things we do at dinnertime as a family 
is a daily recap. Simple stuff: we talk through the things that 
happened that day. When my kids were in elementary school, 
one of the first things they talked about was who got to be the 
line leader that day. It was a pretty big deal, especially to young 
Smiths who really, really loved being line leaders. (I don’t know 
where they get that …)

We are so concerned with blue ribbons and lead positions.

Lord, forgive us. 

Jesus showed us a better way to get where we need to go. 
He told His disciples to follow Him. To stop doing their own 
things and to do His thing. These instructions were meant 
for you and me as well. He wants us to do what He did—to 
love like He loved, to lead like He led. And He led by serving 

others. By humbling Himself sacrificially. He was the greatest, 
but He treated others as if they were.

JUST A GIRL IN LINE
I’m thankful that God convicts my heart when I play Queen of the 
Court, get bossy, start comparing, running ahead of God, or get-
ting caught up in self-centered pursuits. His Spirit reminds me that 
my flesh needs to be put down because I am bound to Christ, and 
He is my Master. The Spirit of God reminds me that I’m not to 
live as a slave to sin but as a slave to righteousness (Rom. 6:15–23). 

When Jesus becomes our focus, we will be in the center of 
God’s will for us. Today, for me, this probably means I’ll do more 
praying than social-media posting or Fox News watching. And it 
also means that when a certain mom bends my ear about the awe-
some accomplishments of her darling daughter, I’ll smile, share in 
her joy, and not respond with “Well, my daughter just …” 

Things go better for me when I choose humility, make a big 
deal of God’s greatness, and follow His lead by lovingly serv-
ing the people in my life. My peace is greater when I look to 
the needs of others instead of my own, when I humble myself 
before our awesome Lord and beg for Him to be magnified in 
my words, thoughts, efforts, and decisions. 

Jesus is the line leader. 
I’m just a girl in line who needs to keep her eyes fixed on 

the Guy up front. 
Lead, Jesus! Please lead me. Take the wheel. Take the whole 

car! Take my life. No more Queen of the Court for me. I want 
You, Jesus. I want more of You. 

Amen and amen. 
Excerpt from I Want It All: Exchanging Your Average Life for Deeper Faith, Greater Power,  
and More Impact © 2016 Gwen Smith

When Jesus becomes our focus,  
we will be in the center of God’s will for us.
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Equipping churches for Life on Life children’s ministry

What was the purpose of your recent trip to Africa? 
I went to continue developing the relationships we have around our Life on Life 
curriculum and ministry model for children in at-risk settings. 

The Anglican Archbishop of Rwanda invited me to cast vision to pastors, so 
I spent a week visiting several cities throughout the country. Next, I spent a 
week in Uganda to do level-two training with ministry leaders who have already 
implemented the curriculum.

Finally, I did a three-day stop in Ethiopia where one of our partners is just now 
launching the curriculum in Amharic—which is our first in that language. Then I 
met with leaders from a denomination of about nine thousand churches that is 
looking to use the Amharic translation.

What do you observe about local churches as you visit various 
countries in Africa?
One of the things I continue to observe virtually everywhere I go in Africa is 
the high need for equipping. Not just for children’s ministry, but all levels—
pastoral, youth, children, women, and more specialized equipping to serve 
special needs kids. 

Another thing I see is a tremendous amount of spiritual hunger in each country, 
and yet there are significant attempts to suppress that hunger. I talk with 
Christian church leaders who see Muslims closing in on all sides and using a 
very specific strategy to reach youth. Churches also have a specific strategy to 
reach youth for Christ, but they are a much smaller presence. In places where I 
see fear and terrorist attacks, I also see boldness among Christians.

Describe the relationships you experience with African  
church leaders. What are they like?
I walk in, and I’m immediately among brothers and sisters. We’re all the same 
when it comes to our faith and what we’re trying to accomplish with kids. We’re 
all part of the body of Christ.

They are extremely hospitable. In fact, they give sacrificially to show good 
hospitality. So I’m always looking to find a balance of participating with them 
in worship and learning about their ministry to children, while also accepting 
the hospitality they desperately want to provide. Although we have different 
experiences, I want them to feel that we come together to learn from one another.

Greg Baird is the vice president of  
global resources for David C Cook.

CHILDREN COUNT
Percentage of  
population, ages 0–14

 Ethiopia 44%
 Rwanda 42%
 Uganda 49%

Data source from CIA Factbook



The Art of Transformation
From the pages of The Picture Bible flow inspiration and meaning for 
Ruth Castro that extend beyond her childhood.

 As a child in Cuba, Ruth received her copy of The Picture Bible New Testament more than 
fifteen years ago. At age eight, she spent hours pouring over the vibrant pages filled with 
stories of the life of Jesus. A gift from a family member, the inside cover holds an inscription, 
asking God to bless Ruth and that she would become a woman that would dedicate her life 
to God.

“In that moment, I couldn’t understand the magnitude of the message,” says Ruth. “Now 
that I have grown as a woman and developed in my faith, I have come to understand what 
this message truly means.”

Today that message, along with the colorful images from The Picture Bible, serves as the 
inspiration for her art. 

“I always loved the illustrations—to the point that I would study them. It’s no wonder 
that I became an artist. These images from my childhood continue to inspire me today just 
as they did then.” 
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The Picture Bible was first 
published by David C Cook in 
1978. It remains a bestseller, 
alongside The Action Bible, 
which was introduced in 2010.



ACTIVE LEARNING
Sunday school children in Rwanda benefit from 
Life on Life curriculum that encourages active 
learning through group participation, activities, 
and games. See the stories on pages 7 and 12.
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