
LIGHT   LIFE
December 2020Vol. 152 No. 12 lightandlifemagazine.com

The Message of the Cross

pg. 06

Just Say Yes
Give Yourself Away
By Bishop Matt Whitehead

pg. 10

As I Sit at the 
Foot of the Cross
Lord, Save Me!
By Lydia Choi

pg. 26

The Womb 
of the Tomb
Jesus Our Initiator 
By Michael Simmons

http://www.lightandlifemagazine.com


Board of Bishops 
Linda Adams, Keith Cowart, Matt Whitehead

Lead Editors 
Levi Wood 1868–1870; Joseph Mackey 1870–1871; Lewis Bailey 1871–1873;  
D.P. Baker 1874–1882; Joseph Travis 1882–1886; B.T. Roberts 1886–1890;  
B.R. Jones 1890–1894; Wilson T. Hogue 1894–1903; C.B. Ebey 1903–1907;  
J.T. Logan 1907–1923; G.W. Griffith 1923–1927; J.T. Logan 1927–1931;  
C.L. Howland 1931–1955; J.F. Gregory 1955–1964; B.S. Lamson 1964–1970;  
Robert M. Fine, Donald E. Demaray, U. Milo Kaufmann, Frank Van Valin 1970–1974; 
Roger Schoenhals 1974–1982; Donald N. Bastian and Lyn Cryderman 1982–1986; 
Bob Haslam 1986–1996; Doug Newton 1996–2010

News + Submissions
jeff.finley@fmcusa.org

Light + Life Magazine (ISSN 0024-3299) was established in 1868. Published monthly by Light + Life Communications. 
© 2020 Free Methodist Church – USA, 770 N. High School Road, Indianapolis, IN 46214.  Views expressed in articles do not 
necessarily represent the official position of the Free Methodist Church. All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations, 
no portion of this magazine may be reproduced in any form without written permission of the publisher. Unless otherwise 
indicated, Scripture quotations are from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 
2011 by Biblica Inc.® Used by permission. All rights reserved worldwide.
 

Member: Evangelical Press Association,
Evangelical Council for Financial Accountability

Brett Heintzman
Jeff Finley
Karen Cantú
Douglas Britt
Karen Kinnaman
Pamela Babcock

Publisher
Executive Editor
Designer and Illustrator
Web Architect
Content Strategist
Administrative Assistant
 

December 2020  |  Whole No. 5324, Volume 152, No. 12

/lightandlifemaglightandlifemagazine.com @lightandlifemag

LIGHT  LIFE
MAGAZINE

+

fmchr.ch/conversations

@lightandlifemag

mailto:jeff.finley%40fmcusa.org?subject=
https://www.facebook.com/lightandlifemag/
https://twitter.com/lightandlifemag
https://www.instagram.com/lightandlifemag/
https://www.facebook.com/lightandlifemag/
http://www.lightandlifemagazine.com
https://www.instagram.com/lightandlifemag/
http://www.lightandlifemagazine.com
https://fmcusa.org/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/474947123124807/
https://www.facebook.com/groups/474947123124807/
https://twitter.com/lightandlifemag


  December 2020 — pg. 3

Play a holiday album by Barbra Streisand, Harry Connick Jr. 
or Vanessa Williams, and you may find the song “I Wonder 
as I Wander” that’s now considered a Christmas carol despite 

its summer origin. The song is credited to composer John Jacob 
Niles, but Niles wrote that he actually took the first few lines from 
words he heard a traveling evangelist’s daughter sing in July 1933: 
“I wonder as I wander, out under the sky, how Jesus the Savior did 
come for to die...”

Niles expanded the girl’s incomplete song and let listeners know 
that “when Mary birthed Jesus ’twas in a cow’s stall.” But before the 
lyrics turn to Jesus’ birth, the song begins by letting listeners know 
that the Savior came here to die. 

At Christmastime, Christians tend to focus on the manger 
without saying much (if anything) about the crucifixion. Let’s 
instead follow the advice of Brett Heintzman in this month’s Vital 
Signs article and “keep the cross in Christmas.”

As contemporary group Go Fish sings, “The beginning of the 
story is wonderful and great, but it’s the ending that can save you, 
and that’s why we celebrate. It’s about the cross. It’s about my sin. 
It’s about how Jesus came to be born once, so that we could be born 
again.”

Catholic Priest Steve Grunow writes that one carol, “The Holly 
and the Ivy,” uses “familiar Christmas decorations as symbols of the 
passion of Christ: ‘The holly bears a berry, as red as any blood. … 
The holly bears a prickle, as sharp as any thorn.’” 

Grunow also notes that some of the original lyrics for “What 
Child Is This” often are skipped: “Nails, spear shall pierce Him 

through. The cross be borne for me, for you. Hail, hail the Word 
made Flesh, the Babe, the Son of Mary.” Perhaps these phrases aren’t 
familiar to you because leading Protestant hymnals — from Baptist 
to Methodist — leave out these lines. Thankfully, a few modern 
musicians such as Josh Garrels are bringing these lyrics back. 

The new book “Prayers for the Seasons” compiles reflections 
and poetic prayers by Free Methodist Bishop Emeritus David W. 
Kendall. Here are Kendall’s words from Dec. 4, 2016:

“In an Infant who grew up, but never really ‘grew up’ to match 
our expectations. 

Who went around doing good, 
Who challenged the powers that oppress us, enslave us, and 

ruin us. 
And Who indeed overpowered them, but with that gave His 

own self to the death, not to ruin but to redeem, not to demand 
their lives but to offer His own life.”

Kendall understands that Christmas is meaningless without the 
cross. His Dec. 23, 2018, prayer included these words: 

“Self surrendering to Self to seek and save the many,
Self surrendering to show what is good, right, true, and 

beautiful; to accept 
Dark and deadly challenge, to defy the odds, obeying against 

them, to give all
Until all lay exhausted and expired on a cross-shaped altar, 

twitching ‘til still.
Lovingly, surrendering Self to creatures whose love of power 

would kill Life.”
At the end of a year filled with unexpected horrors, we certainly 

need some “Joy to the World” through understanding “the Savior 
reigns” even as, Lydia Choi reminds us in in this month’s Focal Point 
article, “there are storms that might come our way.” As Bishop Matt 
Whitehead shares in the Leading Edge article, “mature Christians 
understand that loss, pain and suffering are a part of life.”

What do these stormy portions of life have to do with joy? The 
book of James reminds us, “Consider it pure joy, my brothers and 
sisters, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know 
that the testing of your faith produces perseverance” (1:2–3). 

One person who understands life’s trials is Phyllis Sortor who 
survived kidnapping while serving as a missionary in Nigeria. 
Another is Chaplain Larry Lyons, who has experienced the 
devastating effects of COVID-19 in his own family and at the 
Detroit area hospital that’s been at the forefront of the fight against 
coronavirus. Keep reading to learn more about how suffering hasn’t 
stopped Sortor or Lyons.

As Michael Simmons notes in this month’s Viewpoint article, 
the Christ of Christmas is our Savior and our Initiator who says, 
“Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and take 
up their cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). Don’t expect to find 
that message in a Hallmark movie or greeting card, but it’s key to 
following “the Word made flesh, the Babe, the Son of Mary.” +

Jeff Finley is this magazine’s executive 
editor. He is a member of John Wesley 
Free Methodist Church where his wife, 
Jen, serves as the lead pastor.

By Jeff Finley

Carols of 
the Cross
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Just Say

Yes
By Bishop Matt Whitehead

Bishop Matt Whitehead, 
D.Min., oversees Free 
Methodist ministries in the 
Western United States and 
also in Africa. He was elected 
the lead bishop of the Free 
Methodist Church – USA at 
General Conference 2019. He 
previously served more than 
20 years as the superintendent 
of the Pacific Northwest 
Conference after 17 years as a 
local church pastor.

https://lightandlifemagazine.com/just-say-yes/
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I t’s not easy to condense important events, 
but if I had to summarize the Christmas 

story, it could be done with one word ... YES! 
The birth of Jesus that unfolds from the pages 
of Scripture is all about YES!

Joseph said yes. Mary said yes. The 
shepherds said yes. Most importantly, God 
said yes! 

Scripture gives us many examples of people 
who said yes when God called them. Often 
the invitation did not include the details, so 
the future remained uncertain. God’s call 
is to respond in obedience and walk by 
faith. 

Hebrews 11:8 points out the 
uncertain future of Abraham’s call: “By 
faith Abraham, when called to go to 
a place he would later receive as an 
inheritance, obeyed and went, even 
though he did not know where he 
was going.”

“Even though he did not know 
where he was going”? What 
would your response have 
been? I would have asked 
God for more details.

Abraham was not 
perfect. He was flawed and 
human just like we are, 
but when God called, 
Abraham said yes!

Mary could have 
said no. She was a 
young teenage girl. 
She could have 
reasoned, “I’m 
overwhelmed at 
what is being 
asked of me. 
... Joseph will 
never believe 
me. ... I can’t 
do this.”

That is not what Mary said. Luke 1:38 
records Mary’s response: “I am the Lord’s 
servant,” Mary answered. “May it be to me as 
you have said.” Mary said yes!

Laurie Pawlik-Kienlen comments, “No 
matter what Mary faced, she chose to 
participate in God’s plans. Mary, like Hannah 
centuries earlier, sang yes! to God even though 
she had no idea what her future held. When 
the angel Gabriel first appeared to her, she said 
‘Yes, Lord’ to the possibility of losing her fiancé 
and living in disgrace as an unwed mother. 
She said yes to an unknown, unchosen new 
season in her life. Mary had no idea what she 
was agreeing to, yet she blossomed into the 
biggest yes of her life.”

Illegitimacy in her world was unthinkable. 
An unmarried teenage girl with a baby was 
ridiculed and scorned, and her child would be 
despised.

Martin Luther, quoting St. Bernard of 
Clairvaux, saw three great miracles in Christ’s 
nativity: 1. The incarnation. 2. The virgin 
birth. 3. Mary’s obedience. Luther sees Mary’s 
willingness to obey God as the greatest of the 
three miracles. It meant hardship, alienation, 
misunderstanding, and loss of her reputation. 
Mary was fully aware of what her yes meant. 
This young teenager was willing to set aside 
her reputation because she had heard from 
God. 

Mary’s name in Hebrew means “rebellion” or 
“disobedient,” but her response was complete 
submission and obedience to the words of the 
angel and the faithfulness of God. Her humble 
submission to God’s plan would alter her life 
and pierce her soul.

When Joseph and Mary bring baby Jesus 
to the temple for His circumcision, they meet 
Simeon and Anna. Simeon, who is described 
in Luke 2:25 as “righteous and devout,” speaks 
these difficult words to Mary, “And a sword 
will pierce your own soul too.”

“ The amazing 
events of Jesus’ birth 
came about because of 
everyone’s willingness 
to say yes.”
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We assume that Simeon refers to the crucifixion, but it 
is an important reminder that saying yes to God’s plan is 
not a call to an easy life. Mature Christians understand 
that loss, pain and suffering are a part of life. In the words 
of Elisabeth Elliot, “I am not a theologian or a scholar, but 
I am very aware of the fact that pain is necessary to all of 
us. In my own life, I think I can honestly say that out of 
the deepest pain has come the strongest conviction of the 
presence of God and the love of God.” 

Saying yes to God, in any and every way, is the key to 
living life to the fullest and the only way a Christian can 
find peace and navigate the uncertain days we are living 
in.

How can we live with hope in times that are so 
uncertain? The Apostle Paul’s writings to the church in 
Philippi provides an answer:

“Rejoice in the Lord always. I will say it again: Rejoice! 
Let your gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is near. 
Do not be anxious about anything, but in every situation, 
by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your 
requests to God. And the peace of God, which transcends 
all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in 
Christ Jesus” (Philippians 4:4-7).

Here are three practical suggestions for how we can say 
yes to God this Advent and Christmas season:

Give yourself away.
Something amazing happens when we take the focus off 

ourselves and commit to serving those around us. What 
one specific step could you take to minister to a neighbor, 
friend, co-worker or stranger in need? 

Give God an open door.
Giving God an open door means asking yourself, have 

you given God control over all the areas of your life? If 
not, stop right now. Invite God to open your eyes to what 
it means for Him to be Lord of all, and then say yes! to 
Him being Lord in every area of your life.

Give God your next right step.
Perhaps the next right step for you is to join a virtual 

or in-person small group at your church? Maybe 
God is calling your family to sponsor a child or an 
additional child through ICCM? Find a new way to 
take a significant step toward God at this amazing 
season of the year. 

The amazing events of Jesus’ birth came about 
because of everyone’s willingness to say yes. In 
this unpredicted and unpredictable reality we 
find ourselves in right now, let’s follow Mary’s 
example in her humble response to God. Just 
say yes! +

“ Saying yes to God, 
in any and every way, is 
the key to living life to 
the fullest and the only 
way a Christian can find 
peace and navigate the 
uncertain days we are 
living in.”
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“There is no fear in 
love. But perfect love 

drives out fear.” 
1 John 4:18
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As I Sit at the 
Foot of the Cross
By Lydia Choi

“Come,” Jesus said. I got down out of the boat, walked 
on the water and came toward Jesus. But when I saw 
the wind, I was afraid and, beginning to sink, cried out, 

“Lord, save me!” 
We all go through our own storms in life, but there are 

certain storms that come in the way of a woman in ministry. 
In the storms of life, I have found myself holding onto the 
gospel of Jesus Christ as I sit at the foot of the cross. John 
3:16–17 says, “For God so loved the world that he gave his 
one and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not 
perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son 
into the world to condemn the world, but to save the world 
through him.” Yes! Jesus came into this world to save us.

The year 2020 has been a difficult year for many of us. 
This year is also my 20th year in ministry, and it is the year I 
became the first elder ordained by the Reach Conference of 
the Free Methodist Church. I was in ninth grade on a mission 
trip in Tijuana, Mexico, when God called me to ministry. 
Growing up, I had met maybe one or two Asian women 
pastors, and I was excited to become one. I was so passionate 
about my new calling that I served in all ministries of my 
church. 

In my teen and college years, I volunteered in kids 
ministry, youth ministry, worship team, church choir and 
soup kitchens. I went on every mission trip our church 
hosted. During high school, I even started a Wednesday 
morning prayer group at my school. I invited whomever I 
knew was Christian to come to the prayer group. Soon I had 
unchurched friends and even friends who were Buddhist 
join the prayer group! I can still remember the joy I felt 
when a non-Christian friend asked me how she could be a 
Christian. I lent her my Bible for the weekend and told her to 
read the Gospels. The following Monday, she came to school 
in excitement to share with me that she had decided to be a 
follower of Christ. We were standing by our lockers and just 
before classes began, we prayed together.

In high school, I mapped out my life. I planned to attend 
a Christian university, then seminary, find a first ministry job 
and a husband, get married at age 24, and have kids so that 
I could start ministering. Everything happened according 
to my plan. I met my husband, David, at the seminary we 
attended, Regent College in Vancouver, Canada. David was 
a Master of Divinity student pursuing pastoral ministry. We 

got married after David’s graduation and served together as 
pastors. There were triumphs and hardships in ministry, but 
one particular hardship was difficult to overcome. 

We were serving at a large church that had Korean, 
Chinese and English congregations. David was the English 
ministry pastor, and I was the children’s pastor for the Korean 
congregation. As I was coming back from maternity leave 
with our third child, the leadership of the church asked me 
to step down as a pastor and to be a pastor’s wife like all the 
other pastors’ wives at the church. They told me that this was 
a season for me to support my husband’s growing ministry.

I did not understand. I was angry. My anger turned into 
shame, shame turned into sadness, and sadness turned into 
fear. I felt like I was sinking. I cried out to God, “God, you 
told me to come. I got off the boat and walked on water. But 
I am sinking!” 

When Peter got off the boat and saw the wind, fear 
crept in, and he began to sink. In desperation, Peter cried 
out “Lord, save me!” And this is exactly how I felt. Jesus 
did not waste a second to save Peter. Matthew 14:31 states, 
“Immediately Jesus reached out his hand and caught him. 
‘You of little faith,’ he said, ‘why did you doubt?’”

 When the wind came my way, I began to doubt my 
calling as a pastor. I needed to fix my eyes on Jesus. Hebrews 
12:1–2 says, “And let us run with perseverance the race 
marked out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and 
perfecter of faith. For the joy set before him he endured the 
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Lydia Choi is a wife, 
mom of three kids, and 
a pastor. She has been 
serving in ministry for 20 
years in diverse settings 
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churches, church 
plants, small, large and 
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is a ministry consultant 
at Ministry Architects 
and an associate campus 
pastor at Timberlake 
Church on the east side 
of the Seattle area.
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cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of 
the throne of God.”

After our meeting with the leadership of the church, my 
husband, David, walked closely with me as I processed my 
thoughts and emotions. I was struggling with fear in my 
life. I had fear of shame, fear of failure, fear of people, fear 
of disappointing others, fear of the future, fear of the well-
being of my family, and the fear list continued. I remember 
the very Sunday when David preached a message on fear. I 
was sitting in the back of the sanctuary with our new baby 
sleeping in the stroller. I heard David speak these words, 
“There is no fear in love. But perfect love drives out fear” (1 
John 4:18).  These words spoke truth in my life. What is there 
to fear when the perfect love of God has already cast out my 
fears? “For God so loved the world that he gave his one and 
only Son” (John 3:16) to save us. Jesus’ last words on the cross 
were “It is finished” (John 19:30). 

William Barclay explains that Jesus “did not say, ‘It is 
finished,’ in weary defeat; He said it as one who shouts for joy 
because the victory is won. He seemed to be broken on the 
cross, but He knew that His victory was won.” 

Jesus had already won the battle for me. What is there 
to fear when the battle is already won? Every morning and 
night I recited 1 John 4:18, “There is no fear in love. But 
perfect love drives out fear.”

Soon after my resignation at the church, David wanted 
to enroll our family in a six-month missions program with 
Youth With A Mission (YWAM).  He had done the same 
program in his college years and had always wanted to go 
back with our family. He had mentioned missions program 
several times a year throughout our marriage, and I replied 
with, “Sure, one day.” But this time he was serious. I had 
many questions, “Excuse me? You want to quit your job, take 
our three children (and our youngest was only a year old), 
and go do missions for six months? What are you going to 
do after? We are pastors. It’s not like we have thousands of 
dollars saved in our bank account. How are you going to feed 
the family?”

David’s answer was very simple, “Don’t worry. God will 
provide.” My answer that day (and many other days) was the 
same, “No, thank you.” After several months of conversations, 
tears and a few arguments, David stopped asking about it. 

Later that year, a missionary came to our church as a 
guest speaker. There was a special nudge in my heart. God 
was telling me to ask him to pray for me. So I did what no 
other polite Korean pastor’s wife would do when we had a 
guest speaker. As soon as the service ended, I walked up to 
the front of the stage with the stroller at hand and asked him 
to pray for me. When he prayed for me, the Spirit interceded, 
and I knew then that God wanted our family to serve the 

nations through that missions program and to share the love 
of Jesus with people who have never heard of Jesus Christ. 
God’s fingerprints were all over the process of getting ready 
to go into the mission field for six months. We sold our 
car, our piano, our furniture, packed other belongings in a 
friend’s garage, and got on a plane to the YWAM campus.

The three months of training for missions was life-giving. 
I was the eager student that would always sit in the front 
of the class and cry during every lecture. It was a time of 
healing and experiencing the Father heart of God. One of 
the greatest things I learned in YWAM is to relinquish my 
rights. God had led me into a season of humility so that I 
can lift up the palm of my hands and say, “Yes, God, I obey.” 
I was called to serve God and His people with a heart of a 
servant. I was reminded of my faith tradition. My great-
grandmother, my grandmother, and my parents served Jesus 
as humble servants. Jesus, the King of the universe, came into 
this world as a humble servant who died the ultimate death 
on the cross. 

Our family went on an outreach to serve and love the 
people of Asia during the missions program. I experienced 
that God is bigger than I imagined. God showed me that His 
mighty power was not just at work in North America but 
in the most unlikely places of the world. He showed me His 
infinite love for His people, for my family and for me. As I 
served God in the unknown, I did not have a choice but to 
walk very closely with Jesus. I had to fix my eyes on Jesus.

I believe that we are all positioned for a unique calling. 
And along that path, there are storms that might come 
our way. I find peace in the words of William Barclay as he 
explains a scene with Jesus and Peter on the boat in Matthew 
14:

“These verses finish with another great and permanent 
truth. When Jesus got into the boat, the wind sank. The great 
truth is that, wherever Jesus Christ is, the wildest storm 
becomes a calm. Olive Wyon, in her book ‘Consider Him,’ 
quotes from the letters of the seventeenth-century Bishop of 
Geneva, St. Francis of Sales, who had noticed a custom of 
the country districts in which he lived. He had often noticed 
a farm servant going across a farmyard to draw water at the 
well; he also noticed that, before she lifted the brimming 
pail, the girl always put a piece of wood into it. One day he 
went out to the girl and asked her, ‘Why do you do that?’ 
She looked surprised and answered, as if it were a matter of 
course, ‘Why? To keep the water from spilling … to keep it 
steady!’ Writing to a friend later on, the bishop told this story 
and added: ‘So when your heart is distressed and agitated, 
put the cross into its center to keep it steady!’ In every time 
of storm and stress, the presence of Jesus and the love which 
flows from the cross bring peace and serenity and calm.”+

“I was called to serve God and His 
people with a heart of a servant.”

https://books.google.com/books?id=AWemDwAAQBAJ&lpg=PT486&ots=PciT4sU75U&dq=%22He%20seemed%20to%20be%20broken%20on%20the%20Cross%2C%20but%20he%20knew%20that%20his%20victory%20was%20won.%22&pg=PT486#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://books.google.com/books?id=E2emDwAAQBAJ&lpg=PT163&ots=0_cOLvF8u5&dq=%22%E2%80%9CThese%20verses%20finish%20with%20another%20great%20and%20permanent%20truth.%20When%20Jesus%20got%20into%20the%20boat%2C%20the%20wind%20sank.%22&pg=PT163#v=onepage&q&f=false
https://www.amazon.com/Consider-Him-Three-Meditations-Passion/dp/B000M4G6AW
https://lightandlifemagazine.com/as-i-sit-at-the-foot-of-the-cross/
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The real and true 
essence of the 
Christmas story is 
Jesus Christ, “the 
Lamb who was slain 
from the creation 
of the world” 
(Revelation 13:8c). 

The 
Message 
of the Cross

Brett Heintzman is the publisher of LIGHT + 
LIFE through his role as the communications 
director of the Free Methodist Church – 
USA, which he also serves as the co-director 
of the National Prayer Ministry. Visit 
freemethodistbooks.com to order his books 
“Becoming a Person of Prayer,” “Holy People” 
(Volume 1 of the “Vital” series), “Jericho: Your 
Journey to Deliverance and Freedom” and “The 
Crossroads: Asking for the Ancient Paths.”

By Brett Heintzman
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I
t’s December and we’re already in the midst of the 
Advent season — lighting candles and engaging 
imagery of mangers, angels, shepherds and a 

bright star. Why would we have a conversation about 
the cross during Advent? Simply put: The cross was 
present at the birth of Jesus. 

I find it interesting that Paul’s letters in the Bible don’t 
primarily focus on Advent, and not even on the birth 
of Christ. Remember, the circumstances surrounding 
the birth of Jesus are given to us as proof — undeniable 
evidence that prophecy had been fulfilled and the 
Messiah had come. But for Jesus, the cross preceded 
His birth and, therefore, frames every detail of the 
Bethlehem story. The real and true essence of the 
Christmas story is Jesus Christ, “the Lamb who was 
slain from the creation of the world” (Revelation 13:8c). 
When we see Jesus as slain when the earth was created, 
we see the birth as necessary, but only as a path to the 
cross, which is eternally embedded in His life.

The cross is the “star” of Christmas. This truth holds 
a reality for we who follow Jesus — a reality for how we 
live, not how we celebrate. As some people fill social 
media with memes about keeping Christ in Christmas, 
I’d like to suggest we keep the cross in Christmas. 

In studying Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians — 
a church clearly run amok in dysfunction and selfish 
ambition — the instructions they’re given and the 

correction they receive is all framed in the cross. 
It’s been brought to Paul’s attention that people 

are picking their favorite all-star pastor and 
saying they follow those people. Paul’s 

first mention of what becomes a 
powerful narrative about the cross 

is in chapter one, verse 13, 
when he rhetorically asks, 

“Was Paul crucified 
for you?” Why 

wouldn’t he 
ask, “Was 

Paul born for you,” or “Was Paul resurrected for you?” 
There’s something about the cross we need to learn and 
pay attention to, because it’s powerful and life-giving 
for us as we celebrate Advent amid a pandemic. 

The coronavirus has caused many among us to 
mirror the Corinthian church. We follow certain 
COVID experts of our own choosing, want things our 
own way, and act with arrogance and selfishness. The 
Corinthian church wanted their own way. They were 
willful and stubborn; arrogant and selfish. They were 
clueless, and Paul gave them the clues they needed. 
Paul’s advice wasn’t to focus on the birth of Jesus or 
even the resurrection. It was the cross. Therefore, our 
advice this Christmas should not be to follow the birth 
story, but the death story of Jesus. Why? We could use a 
good dose of death-to-self this Christmas.

“For the message of the cross is foolishness to those 
who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is 
the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18). Paul lays it out 
for the off-track Corinthian church. They thought their 
“power” was in choosing the right superstar pastor to 
follow, receiving and using the best gift from the Holy 
Spirit, or having the loudest voice in their worship. No. 
None of those are their “power.” Paul reminds them 
and us, that our power — the very power of God — 
is found in the message of the cross. This is a living 
message, not merely words. This is a living message that 
frames and feeds our “being saved,” not only spoken on 
Good Friday. But Paul doesn’t stop there. He goes on 
to explain how his own life exemplified the message of 
the cross.

“And so it was with me, brothers and sisters. When I 
came to you, I did not come with eloquence or human 
wisdom as I proclaimed to you the testimony about 
God. For I resolved to know nothing while I was with 
you except Jesus Christ and him crucified. I came to you 
in weakness with great fear and trembling. My message 
and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive 
words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, 
so that your faith might not rest on human wisdom, but 
on God’s power” (1 Corinthians 2:1–5).

Let’s connect the dots. Paul comes to the Corinthian 
church in weakness, great fear, and trembling. The 
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direct connection is this: The triple play 
of weakness, great fear, and trembling is a 
demonstration of the Spirit’s power.

The Spirit was no more powerful upon 
Jesus than when He prayed and trembled 
in the garden of Gethsemane submitting 
to the Father’s will. Dying to self — 
which is the very essence of holiness —is 
a demonstration of the Spirit’s power. 
This is why Paul could say, “I resolved 
to know nothing … except Jesus Christ 
and him crucified.” Paul’s “knowing” 
was experiential, not informational. The 
same cross embedded in Jesus from the 
foundation of the world was embedded 
in Paul. Paul decided to carry the cross 
as Jesus invited him to, and we need this 
today! To decide to carry the cross of 
Christ is to have it embedded in your life 
in a way that transforms every behavior, 
every decision, every action, every word, 
every emotion, and every action that 
comes from our lives. 

Is the cross embedded in you? Is it 
informing your life this Christmas? Are 
you trying to escape COVID — refusing 
to embrace the difficulties it has brought 
to us, or embrace the cross? Embracing 
the cross is the very power of God to 
those of us who are being saved. To be 
humble, weak, with fear and trembling is 
a demonstration of the Spirit’s power. So 
what steps can we take to focus on the 
cross this Advent?

Three Ways to Focus on 
the Cross This Advent 

Embrace the message of the 
cross.

For Paul, embracing the cross came on 
the road to Damascus. In the blinding 
light of Jesus’ appearance, Paul is 
confronted and called. We can invite such 
a confrontation and calling if we choose. 
We can pray, “Jesus, what in me needs 
to be confronted and dealt with? What 
emotions, stubbornness, selfishness or 
angst is not nailed to Your cross?” 

The priorities of our lives are dictated 
by those things we embrace. Everything 
in our life trails behind our deepest 
“loves.” Our money, our time and our 
intentionality all follow the objects of our 
deepest desires. To embrace the cross is a 
desire, not a hardship. It’s a benefit, not a 
scourge. It’s an act of love, not duty. 

At Christmas we all want to embrace 
the baby, but will we choose to embrace 
the cross that was determined before the 
beginning of time — that was embedded 
in the very life of the infant Jesus?

Embed the message of the 
cross.

Like tire tracks left by a heavy truck 
in muddy ground, or the imprint of an 
ancient leaf in a fossil, the message of the 
cross was intended to be embedded in our 
lives. It’s one thing to embrace the message, 
but another to embed the message. 

“Advent will be 
transformed 
into an entirely 
different kind 
of celebration 
for us as we 
rightfully place 
the cross at its 
center.”
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“I want Christ in me. I yearn for my 
very being to reflect Him. I submit to His 
authority. I am ready to die, that Christ 
might live in and through me.” It’s one thing 
to be saved, but another to be sanctified. 
The Corinthians heard about the cross, 
but they were not a living message. Paul 
reminded them that He came as that living 
message for them to follow.

What messages “live” in us? What are 
we inviting other people to mirror? 

This Advent, seek to have the cross 
embedded in your life. Be sanctified 
through and through, submitting yourself 
to the Infant King who comes with the 
cross embedded in His own being.

Engage the message of the 
cross.

While we tend to honor individual 
confidence and capability in our culture, 
Jesus honors humble weakness, humble 
fear, and humble trembling. He honors 
what He modeled for us in the Garden of 
Gethsemane as He prayed. He honors us 
when we get ourselves out of the way so 
He can fully manifest in our living.

Jesus engaged the cross. Whether it 
was the roughness of hay in the manger 
or the roughness of stone and wood He 
touched as a carpenter, or the rough wood 
of the cross and the weight of it and all 
it represented, Jesus’ life was marked by 
rough and tough interactions. We shrink 
at inconvenience while Jesus embraced 
touching everything rough and unclean. 
For us, our “death” is to self. The cross 
must have all of us for us to have all of it. 

Advent will be transformed into an 
entirely different kind of celebration for us 
as we rightfully place the cross at its center.

“For the foolishness of God is wiser than 
human wisdom, and the weakness of God 
is stronger than human strength. Brothers 
and sisters, think of what you were when 
you were called. Not many of you were 
wise by human standards; not many 
were influential; not many were of noble 
birth. But God chose the foolish things of 
the world to shame the wise; God chose 
the weak things of the world to shame 
the strong. God chose the lowly things 
of this world and the despised things — 
and the things that are not — to nullify 
the things that are, so that no one may 
boast before him. It is because of him that 
you are in Christ Jesus, who has become 
for us wisdom from God — that is, our 
righteousness, holiness and redemption. 
Therefore, as it is written: ‘Let the one who 
boasts boast in the Lord’” (1 Corinthians 
1:25–31).

Advent people are people of the cross. 

Lord Jesus, You who were slain before 
the foundation of the world, receive our 
prayers today. We come asking to die to 
ourselves. We confess our refusal to walk 
in Your ways, carrying Your cross. We seek 
Your mercy to forgive and cleanse us. 

But even more, Lord Jesus, come and 
stamp the image of the cross on our very 
being, that we may be a living message, just 
like Your servant Paul. Let us be people of 
weakness, fear and great trembling, and 
know what it is to have Your power emerge 
in our weakness. 

This Advent transform us through the 
cross. 

In the powerful and strong name of the 
One who was slain before the foundation 
of the world — Jesus — Amen.+

“The cross 
must have all 
of us for us to 
have all of it.”
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Thank you to the more than 1,200 people who’ve 
joined the Light + Life Conversations group on 
Facebook since it launched at the beginning of the 
year. This is a moderated group for engaging and 
respectful conversations pertaining to topics covered 
in LIGHT + LIFE. Comments from the Facebook 
group may be used in this Talking Points section of 
the magazine. This issue’s comments primarily relate 
to the “Hunger and Thirst” theme of the November 
issue that was based on Matthew 5:6, “Blessed are 
those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they 
will be filled.” Comments on these pages may have 
been condensed or lightly edited for brevity, clarity 
and the magazine’s style guidelines. Visit fmchr.ch/
conversations to participate in the discussion and to 
read all of the comments and their context. 

Comment of the Month

My parents — one a Democrat, the other a 

Republican; one conservative, the other liberal — 

canceled each other’s votes every time they voted 

except once, when Dad ran for county sheriff 

and Mom voted for him! They had diametrically 

opposed views on virtually everything and voiced 

their differences united in love for Jesus and every 

person. They demonstrated in our home and 

elsewhere what John Wesley termed the catholic 

spirit. What great examples they were to me!

— John “Ike” Owen in a comment on a video that 

Free Methodist Church – USA Bishops Linda Adams, 

Keith Cowart and Matt Whitehead released a few days 

before the Nov. 3 election.

Join the 
Conversations at
fmchr.ch/conversations

Pris Thompson Thank you for your statements [For the 
Health of the Nation] on upholding a comprehensive 
pro-life ethic in our denomination and for 
“safeguarding the nature and sanctity of human life.” 
As a nurse practitioner for 20 years in a pregnancy 
resource clinic, I treated vulnerable teens, prostitutes 
and lower income patients during their first trimester of 
pregnancy. Thankfully I was free to pray and share the 
message of Jesus with them as they came with their 
hurts and fears.

Lois Kiger As I read this article [A Secret Act of 
Righteousness], I was more sad for the families who 
couldn’t show grace to their loved ones, compared 
to the outcasts, who knew all about God’s grace and 
showing grace to others. Despite their horrendous 
hardships, they have peace and joy from God.

Merry Kendall I started a book discussion on prophetic 
lament, and this article [Scholars and Servant Leaders] 
really drove home a lot of the points the author made 
in that book. Thank you!

Hunger and Thirst
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Beverly Lancaster What an interesting article [Scholars and Servant Leaders] featuring Milo and Helen! It is so inspiring to 
learn so much more about their life’s journey in serving the Lord. What a privilege it is to call them “our friends” and to 
worship with them at Mattis Ave FMC. Love you, Milo and Helen!

Mel Starr I remember serving with Milo [Scholars and Servant Leaders] on the Light & Life editorial board. He was asked to 
open one session with prayer. It was the most inspired prayer I have ever heard.

Burt Kettinger My connection with Milo [Scholars and Servant Leaders] started somewhere between 1947 and 1956. Those 
were the years that my father pastored the Cleveland, Ohio, First FMC — I was 2-11 years old at that time. There were three 
FMCs in the Cleveland area: Rocky River on the west, which became Westlake, Cleveland First on the near west side of the 
inner city, and the Eastside church later becoming Mayfield Heights. The three churches enjoyed a lot of fellowship and 
cooperation during those days — a great time for a young boy to experience Christian fellowship and church dynamics. The 
Kaufmanns were part of the Eastside FMC. To be honest, it’s so long ago and I was so young, I can’t remember what it was 
that drew me to Milo. What I do remember is that whenever we were at the Eastside church or they were at ours, I always 
begged my folks to let me sit with Milo. Specifics I can’t remember, but I know that Milo was among a great number of 
people who marked my life in significant ways and helped keep me tender toward the Lord until the time when I would yield 
the reins of my life to Him. I’ve gotten to see Milo a few times over the years, but haven’t been able to maintain the level of 
fellowship that I would have enjoyed. Even so, I will stand in line with those in glory who say to Milo, “Thank you for giving 
to the Lord!” I am a life you have touched and made a difference

Lois Kiger Thank you, Milo and Helen [Scholars and Servant Leaders], for your dedication and faithfulness to ethnic and 
racial diversity in the church — for desiring everyone, who is made in His image, to become what God created them to be. 
“For God does not show favoritism” (Romans 2:11).

Charmaine Rusin I often tell the members at the Celebrate Recovery meetings that I lead that “this is church” [We’re Not 
There Yet, But We’re Heading There Still!]. It is where we do get real with one another, and we do confess our sins to one 
another so that we may be healed. The structure of the program is very much like the class and band meetings. These 
discipleship programs are essential to the dedicated Christian — and they are so powerful. We need to stay spiritually fit 
if we want to keep winning spiritual battles! What I have learned during this highly charged season is that people seem to 
automatically think that if I have an opinion or thought, then I must think everyone should agree with me and that I must 
be judging as wrong those who don’t agree with me. There is a hair-trigger on defensiveness like I have never before 
experienced. It is important that we are sensitive to this; whether the response is rational or not, compassion requires us to 
consider the hearer first.

Eric Zabala “Righteousness exalts a nation, but sin is a reproach to any people” (Proverbs 14:34 NKJV). “The name of the 
Lord is a strong tower; the righteous run to it and are safe” (Proverbs 18:10 NKJV).
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A Chaplain Confronts 
COVID-19
By Jeff Finley

No one has completely escaped the trials of 2020, but Larry Lyons 
especially has experienced intense challenges and times of grief and loss 
during the pandemic. 

First he contracted COVID-19 in early March but didn’t initially know he 
had it because of only experiencing mild symptoms such as loss of taste and 
smell, which had not yet been publicly associated with the virus.

Then the number of coronavirus patients increased dramatically at St. 
Mary Mercy Livonia, the Michigan hospital where Lyons — a Free Methodist 
elder and a member of the denomination’s Chaplains Executive Committee 
— serves as the manager of spiritual care. 

“The hospital just exploded March 24 really,” said Lyons, who experienced 
a personal explosion over the next couple of days.“I got a call that my mother 
[a resident of an assistant living facility in Chelsea, Michigan] was being 
taken to the hospital. Of course, she’d been in lockdown since March 13,” 
recalled Lyons, who, after receiving the call about his mother, immediately 
contacted a palliative care doctor friend who lives in Chelsea. “She beat me 
to the Chelsea hospital and was with my mom, holding her hand, playing 
hymns to her. We put her on hospice care right there, and she died the next 
day. ”

 pg. 20  — lightandlifemagazine.com

https://www.stjoeshealth.org/location/st-mary-mercy-livonia-hospital
https://www.stjoeshealth.org/location/st-mary-mercy-livonia-hospital
https://fmcusa.org/ministries/chaplains-home-page
https://lightandlifemagazine.com/a-chaplain-confronts-covid-19/


urfm You are the church

A test confirmed his mother, Lois Marie Lehtinen, 
died of COVID-19. Lyons is thankful he had the 
opportunity to be with his mother as she died.

“We were able to be with her – my sister and myself. 
We, of course, had our personal protective equipment 
on. ... We had to FaceTime the rest of our family in,” 
he said. “Little did I know that’s what I was going to 
be spending my next two months doing with other 
families.”

Lyons’ hospital and the surrounding area soon 
emerged as the Upper Midwest forefront in the battle 
against the coronavirus.

“We’re in western Wayne County, which is the county 
that Detroit is in,” Lyons said. “Detroit was a hotspot. 
The hospital was very impacted by COVID, so I spent 
the next two months with COVID patients as they 
died, FaceTiming families that could not or didn’t want 
to be at bedside due to COVID, and it was all quite 
overwhelming.”

The hospital ultimately received a visit from Dr. 
Deborah Birx, the response coordinator for the White 
House Coronavirus Task Force, who expressed thanks 
for the efforts to fight the virus and prevent further 
spread. Lyons said hospital employees were honored by 
her visit.

“We were on the map as far as one of the hardest 
hit. There’s a reason she was there,” Lyons said. “At 
one point, in our 300-bed hospital, the majority were 
COVID patients.”

The city of Livonia reported more than 180 COVID-19 
deaths through Nov. 20. 

Lyons said he and the other hospital chaplains “tried 
to create ritual” while “trying to be present and caring 
for the decedents in a respectful manner.” 

The hospital reportedly had the most coronavirus 
patients of any facility in the St. Joseph Mercy region of 
Trinity Health system.

“We were able to provide ritual for the temporary 
morgue, which seemed to help the chaplains and staff 
cope in the midst of such a devastating time,” Lyons 
said. “Knowing that so many people were dying, the 
chaplains were overwhelmed too. We couldn’t be with 
everybody. We could have as many as 12 to 14 deaths 

a day at the peak. It was just physically impossible. The 
frontline staff, the nurses, were carrying this burden and 
doing things they normally wouldn’t be doing. It was 
heartbreaking for us.”

The chaplains tried to be present at shift changes to 
support the hospital staff. Ongoing challenges have 
included a lack of recovery time for the staff and possible 
cases of post-traumatic stress disorder from the first 
wave of the virus. The local Roman Catholic convent, 
which founded the hospital, was not spared from the 
outbreak. 

“Thirteen of our Felician sisters died,” Lyons said. 
The Detroit Free Press reported that 30 nuns in 

Livonia were sick with the coronavirus. According to 
the National Catholic Reporter’s Global Sisters Report, 
“the 13 Felicians lost in Livonia may be the worst loss of 
life to a community of women religious since the 1918 
influenza pandemic.”

Lyons appreciated how patients’ family members 
treated him and the other staff during the difficult 
conditions. Some family members were allowed to be 
with patients, but many had to stay away and connect to 
the patients virtually.

“We would try to have the FaceTime or video ready 
so family could be present. ... The resiliency of families 
in the pandemic was amazing. They understood they 
couldn’t be there with their loved one or they chose not 
to be [for health and safety reasons]. They understood 
this was global,” Lyons said. “At one point, I was on the 
phone with a family checking on them after their loved 
one had died, and the gentleman stopped me on the 

+ Chaplain Larry Lyons with his mother, Lois Marie Lehtinen, who 
died in March of COVID-19.
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phone, and he said, ‘Larry, how are you? ... You need to 
know we are praying for you.’”

The families’ attitudes blessed and encouraged the 
chaplains. 

“I would say, looking back, part of my resiliency comes 
in moments of blessing,” Lyons said. “I intentionally 
hold those moments of blessing that helped me with my 
recovery and resiliency.”

Connection and Care
Lyons is an alumnus of Central Christian College of 

Kansas, Greenville University and Asbury Theological 
Seminary. He served as a pastor for 16 years in the 
Southern Michigan Conference — four at the Albion 
Free Methodist Church (now known as Reclamation 
Church) and 12 at the Chelsea Free Methodist Church. 

Ten years ago, he began his clinical pastoral education 
process with seven units of clinical pastoral education 
during a two-year residency at Mercy Health – St. 
Vincent Medical Center in Toledo, Ohio, and then he 
became the manager of spiritual care at the hospital 
in Monroe, Michigan. He started working at St. Mary 
Mercy Livonia in 2016.

During the last decade, he has found support and 
encouragement through the gatherings of Free Methodist 
chaplains. He credited the denomination’s former and 
current directors of chaplain ministries for helping him 
stay connected.

“Stepping out of the church proper and into chaplaincy, 
it is not easy. You lose a lot of connection, but thank the 
Lord there are people like Rex and Louise Carpenter 
and now Tim and Patricia Porter who are there as our 
primary support persons and connection,” said Lyons, 
who has also led some Free Methodist chaplain training 
sessions “to give back and do some teaching.”

Lyons also works across denominational lines. St. 
Mary Mercy Livonia’s seven full-time chaplains include 
two Catholic priests and five Protestant ministers from 
various denominations, and the hospital serves as a 
placement site for Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) 
residents and interns.

“At our hospital, we’re blessed. We make proactive 
visits. We can see up to 600 to 800 people a week. We 
attempt to see every patient to find some meaningful 
connection,” Lyons said. “Being part of a faith-based 
hospital is beautiful. We don’t sit back and wait.”

Lyons said the chaplains “find a very warm reception” 
among patients “from all different faiths, even people 
that are atheists.” Regardless of their backgrounds and 
beliefs, the patients all share the basic human needs to be 
heard and loved.

“When’s the last time somebody listened to you just 
because they wanted to, and they didn’t want to tell 
their own story, but they were fully present?” Lyons 
said. “People want that and need that, and that’s where 
chaplains start, which gives us an inroad to do that 
spiritual assessment.”

One patient in his 80s initially declined Lyons’ offer of 
prayer because the man said, “I don’t think that prayer 
would do any good.” Lyons asked why, and the man 
revealed he had been a Korean War fighter pilot. Lyons 
recalled, “He went on to tell me his story – possibly 
telling it for the first time – and, at the end of quite a long 
visit, he looked at me with a smile and said, ‘I think I’ll 
take that prayer now.’”

Grieving With Others
One patient with ALS appeared terrified when Lyons 

entered his room. The man was an atheist, but he tearfully 
opened up to Lyons about his life story and his grief. 

“I believe every one of us has something to grieve,” 
Lyons said. “That’s another basic human need, and 
chaplains come in listening, a non-anxious presence to 
provide that support. It’s amazing where people will go 
when you want to listen.”

Despite the instructions of Romans 12:15, some 
pastors and other Christians are uncomfortable being 
around people who are grieving. 

“From a chaplain’s perspective, one of the things the 
church doesn’t do very well is mourn with those who 
mourn and weep with those who weep,” Lyons said. 
“We don’t allow people much time in the Garden of 
Gethsemane. We sort of force them into Easter Day, and 
it’s not easy being with people in the midst of grief.”+
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Schools Helping 
Bring Peace to Africa

By Jeff Finley

Phyllis Sortor’s 2015 abduction and release in Nigeria received significant coverage 
from the international news media. The BBC, CNN, Daily Mail, Wall Street 
Journal and Associated Press are no longer covering Sortor, but her important 

work with the Fulani ethnic group continues through the organization Schools for Africa.
“The schools started when the government gave us grazing reserves to officially oversee 

and manage for the Fulani,” said Sortor, an elder in the Free Methodist Church’s Pacific 
Northwest Conference and the author of “The Kidnapping of an American Missionary,” 
in an interview with LIGHT + LIFE. “When we reached there and met with the leaders, 
they told us that there were no schools there at all.”

Their comment surprised Sortor because the government had stated that the region 
had schools. The Fulani leaders took her to areas of trees and bushes where schools 
supposedly were located.

“It’s not that the parents were blaming the government, but they were just bemoaning 
the fact that all of their children needed an education, and they had no hope for it the way 
things were going,” Sortor said. “We said, ‘Well, we would love to be able to work with you 

if the government agrees to allow us to build schools for your kids,’ 
and they were just so happy about it. So we began and just built very 
simple buildings.”

Each building had approximately five classrooms. Radio 
advertisements attracted prospective teachers.

“We had both Muslims and Christians applying. We hired the 
best, most qualified ones whether they were Christian or Muslim,” 
Sortor said. “We have a mix, which is really good because our 
Christian teachers are fabulous, and they are such good influence, 
and they are getting along very well with the Muslim teachers. In 
fact, the influence is winning souls.”

Schools for Africa now operates nine schools for Fulani children 
in four states. The schools are accredited by the Nigerian government.

“The government is very happy with our schools,” Sortor said. 
“We have children coming from nearby towns to come to our schools 
rather than attending the local schools in their towns, because our 
kids are doing so well on their tests.”

Retired teachers from the United States have traveled to Nigeria 
to host reading workshops for the schools’ teachers.

“This has really upped the standard of education that the Fulani 
children and farmers’ children are receiving,” she said.

Sortor retired from serving as a Free Methodist World Missions 
missionary in 2016 and became the director of Schools for Africa, 
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“In our schools, the teachers, parents and children are living 
peacefully with one another. This is peace that passes understanding, 

and I know it’s straight from God.” — Phyllis Sortor 

which is an affiliate partner of FMWM. Her work with 
educating Fulani people predates her kidnapping, which 
happened on the property of a school.

“The kidnapping was mainly to stop my work with 
the Fulani because we had very bitter Muslim extremists 
who did not like the fact that we were opening Christian 
schools for Fulani children, but they didn’t succeed in 
stopping us,” she said.

The Fulani people are frequently portrayed as radical 
Muslims in Christian publications and other news media, 
but Sortor disputed the accuracy of that coverage. 

“I do not agree with those articles. Yes, there are bad 
and good people in every tribe and every race,” she said. 
“The articles that are written are all written by people who 
are of a different tribe than the Fulani. This situation in 
Nigeria is really bad because the Fulani are hated. They’re 
despised. They’re sidelined by every other tribe.”

The Fulani people face discrimination in Nigeria and 
other West African nations because they’re uneducated, 
poor and do not own land. 

“They’ve had to just trek around the country with 
their cattle and try to find pasture wherever they can, 
and, wherever they go, they meet up with opposition,” 
she said. “There are things that every human being needs 
in this life to be able to have hope, dignity and respect.”

A Nigerian minister of agriculture listened to these 
concerns and opened federal land to grazing reserves in 
every state. 

“It’s a huge victory, and now we’re just going through 
one by one and opening schools and helping the Fulani to 
have the dignity and respect that they deserve,” she said. 

Sortor shared how schools with farmers’ children 
attending alongside Fulani children are “creating a new 
and peaceful relationship between” the farmers and the 
Fulani herdsmen. “One afternoon, on the Bobi Grazing 
Reserve where we have five schools, some boys were 
playing ball after school. Things got a little rough at one 
point, and a farmer’s son pushed a Fulani boy. The Fulani 
boy fell hard, hit his head on a rock and died shortly 
afterwards. The whole reserve froze in fear — fear of 
major retaliation with Fulani killing the farmers’ families. 
But that didn’t happen. What happened was actually 
miraculous.”

The parents of the deceased Fulani boy went to the 
home of the boy who had accidentally killed their son. 

“The Fulani father told the farmer that they understood 
what had happened. They knew it had been an accident, 
and they did not hold this against the farmer’s son or his 
parents.  The farmer and his family asked for forgiveness 
from the Fulani parents, which they freely gave,” Sortor 
said. “In our schools, the teachers, parents and children 
are living peacefully with one another. This is peace 
that passes understanding, and I know it’s straight from 
God.”+

  
Click here for more information and to support Schools 
for Africa. Visit kidnappedredemption.com to support and 
watch a trailer for “Kidnapped Redemption,” a forthcoming 
documentary film about Sortor from Free Methodist Elder 
Mike Henry and Director Andy Yardy.
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Michael Simmons is a Free 
Methodist elder in the Oregon 
Conference who serves as a 
spiritual director, retreat facilitator, 
speaker and writer helping people 
explore their “inner landscape” 
in order to cultivate healing and 
wholeness in their relationships 
to self, others and God. If you 
are interested in connecting 
with him, he can be reached at 
michael@innerworkcommunity.
com or through the website 
innerworkcommunity.com.

The Womb 
of the Tomb

“Schism in the soul, schism in the body social, will not 
be resolved by any scheme of return to the good old 
days,” historian Arnold Toynbee wrote in the sixth 

volume of his “A Study of History” series. “Only birth can 
conquer death — the birth, not of the old thing again, but 
of something new.”

By Michael Simmons
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Our tendency with Advent is to look into the past 
for a way forward into the future, but Advent is first a 
death of our old ways. We wait, expectantly for Christ, 
for Immanuel, for God to be with us (Matthew 1:23). We 
bring our longings, our wounds and our traumas, and 
whether we know it or not, we bring our expectations for 
One who will save us. 

We love the metaphor and image of the hero. From 
Rocky Balboa to Luke Skywalker, from Cinderella to 
Moana, from Odysseus to Frodo, we are drawn toward 
the ones who lift great burdens onto their shoulders, 
overcome insurmountable odds, or move from humble 
beginnings to a place of honor. Is this not how we think of 
Jesus? The prophet Isaiah described the Messiah to come 
as a Wonderful Counselor, a Prince of Peace, a Mighty 
Father, and one on whose shoulders the government will 
rest (Isaiah 9:6–7).

It is safe to say that first-century Jews were expecting 
a king, a righteous warrior and a hero of sorts. But “only 
birth can conquer death — the birth, not of the old thing 
again, but of something new.”

Metaphors and the Word
In Advent, we wait for a Savior whose name “is above 

every name” (Philippians 2:9), but we can only speak in 
metaphorical ways of a God whose “greatness no one can 
fathom” (Psalm 145:3). The metaphors we use impact 
how we relate to God. Do you call God a Counselor, King, 
Mother, Father or Savior?

Is even the name “God” a metaphor? The original 
pronunciation for the Hebrew word YHWH was lost 
after Jews viewed this word for God as too holy to be said 
aloud. In the words of Catholic priest and author Richard 
Rohr, “Some would say that the name of God literally 
cannot be ‘spoken,’ only breathed.”

Literature professor Joseph Campbell wrote that “the 
metaphors of one historically conditioned period … may 
not speak to the persons who are living long after that 
historical moment” with different generations “formed 
through altogether different experiences.”

“The Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 
1:14 NKJV), and the Word must be enfleshed in our time, 
our historical moment, and incarnated in our metaphors.

Jesus Our Initiator 
Jesus said many things to us. Things like, “No one can 

see the kingdom of God unless they are born again” (John 
3:3). Or “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one 

comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). 
These verses offer us images and the language of 

initiation. I define initiation as any process, ritual or life 
event whereby a person is transformed or begins a journey 
of transformation. Jesus’ entire life is one of initiation, 
and it is this life He is inviting us into. “Whoever wants 
to be my disciple must deny themselves and take up their 
cross and follow me” (Matthew 16:24). 

Campbell also wrote that initiation is “distinguished by 
formal, and usually very severe, exercises of severance, 
whereby the mind is radically cut away from the attitudes, 
attachments, and life patterns of the stage being left 
behind.” Paul pens it this way, “Therefore, if anyone is in 
Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the 
new is here” (2 Corinthians 5:17).

Truly, Jesus is both our Savior and our Initiator, but 
whereas salvation pulls us out of something, initiation 
draws us into something. We require both, but we are 
profoundly transformed into the image of Christ by 
experiences of loss, separation and disorientation. To be 
human is to be plunged into initiation, and it’s hard to 
know how to draw close to a Savior if “saved” is the last 
thing we feel. We need an Initiator who knows the path, 
who is The Path, a Good Shepherd (John 10:11) who 
walks with us in the shadows (Psalm 23:4).

Our initiation in Advent separates us from the good 
old days of the past and the glory days of the future, and 
Christ our Initiator stands ready to guide us toward new 
life, “not of the old thing again, but of something new.”

Reflection
What metaphor for God feels dead and lifeless to you? 

Is there a new metaphor bubbling up?
Where is life initiating you? What does the metaphor of 

Jesus as Initiator offer you?+

“To be human is to be plunged into 
initiation, and it’s hard to know how 
to draw close to a Savior if ‘saved’ is 
the last thing we feel.”
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