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        Be imitators of God in everything you do,

        for then you will represent your Father

        as his beloved sons and daughters.

        And continue to walk surrendered

        to the extravagant love of Christ,

        for he surrendered his life

        as a sacrifice for us.

        His great love for us

        was pleasing to God,

        like an aroma of adoration

        —a sweet healing fragrance.

      

      

      

      
        
        Ephesians 5:1-2

        (The Passion Translation)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Introduction

        

      

    

    
      Show me your ways, Lord,

          teach me your paths.

      Guide me in your truth and teach me,

          for you are God my Savior,

          and my hope is in you all day long.

      

      “Our life is a journey, and when we stop moving, things go wrong.” Pope Francis said this, and it resonates with me as I think about the times I have been tempted to quit especially when the journey took me places I was not expecting.

      The picture of our spiritual growth and discovery of life with God has often been described as a journey though most assume a rather boring one fraught with strict rules that are meant to keep us on a mundane and narrow way.  Seeing it from this perspective keeps many from exploring “The Way” and instead opting for walking down their own road which may feel like leads to freedom in wide open spaces, but instead keep us from wandering the trails meant to take us only to those wonders known by our Creator, the Master Guide. It is like the difference between choosing a guide who shows us the safe familiarity of tourist traps to the Guide who takes us off road on an adventure that at times feels bumpy and has you holding on for life, yet brings you to the most beautiful hidden vistas, waterfalls and wild life close enough for you to touch. On God’s adventure, even the climb to get that close gives you a new sense of who you are, making you stronger and more courageous than you ever thought possible. This is the kind of life transforming experience that has the potential to ignite a passion within you to then help guide others on the way.

      Ours is meant to be a purposeful journey with guides stationed along the way to encourage you to keep moving in order to experience what it means to live life with God through Everyday Pathways in Christ. This EPIC journey, begins at the Trailhead with your Pathways Guide, Connects you with others by encountering and engaging in community life, encourages you to Explore new opportunities to grow, and then challenges you to Serve and BLESS your neighbor and those God calls you to on the way.

      Maybe you’re ready to leave the tourist traps behind, the mundane man-made narrow ways or it could be you have been on the trail for some time and you just need some encouragement to keep moving. Whatever has brought you to reading this EPIC Trail Guide at this particular time in your life, I hope you hear it as an invitation. An invitation to an adventure. One that will reveal your story within God’s Mega-story because your story has always meant to be EPIC. One that will unfold before you as you keep moving, one step in front of the other on the pathways that lead to an abundant & even heroic life.

      

      The author of this EPIC Trailguide is one of your guides on this journey. Julie Scott has discovered and explored the terrain before us and has prepared an “off road” adventure that not only takes us to vistas we have not experienced before but helps us to see ourselves in the story our Creator has written. With an imagination fueled by Holy Spirit and the skill of a storyteller, Julie has given us a 40-Day climb that allows us to see the bigger picture from the summit. I urge you to accept this as a gift from your Master Guide, Jesus, who reassures us after we ask for directions, “I will guide you along the best pathway for your life. I will advise you and watch over you.” (Psalm 32:8)

      

      See you at the Trailhead – www.edenmuncie.com/EPIC

      

      With you on this EPIC Adventure,

      Pastor Tammy

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Foreword

        

      

    

    
      DISCLAIMER: I am not a biblical scholar, and I don’t play one on TV. Rather, I am an author of epic fantasy, and as such look at the world through a different set of lenses. I see all of you through different lenses as well. With any luck, you’ll look at yourself through those same lenses I do by the end of the next forty days.

      

      Long before I was a writer of epic fantasy, I was a fan of epic fantasy. Books, movies, television series – didn’t matter. I was in it for the story. And not as one who is there merely to be entertained, but as one who appreciates the effort that goes into crafting a well-told story. The characters, the elements, the setting, the plot twists, all make for a great epic tale.

      While most people look to great works like, The Lord of the Rings, the Harry Potter Series, Star Wars, The Matrix Series, the entire Marvel Cinematic Universe, and Star Trek (the original series) among others for the sheer adventure, I must admit that I find myself most impressed when I am totally surprised by something I didn’t see coming.

      Believe it or not, we are each created by God for a purpose. And while Pastor Rick Warren of Saddleback Church will tell you, “It’s not about you,” I’m here to tell you, it is. But not in the way you may think.

      As an author I’ve had the privilege to speak to students from elementary to college level about writing and have even joked that, given enough coffee, I could talk for three solid days about writing – its elements and complexities and everything in between. I could go on ad nauseum (but I won’t) about the publishing process. The entire industry has changed over the past ten-plus years since the advent of Amazon’s Kindle, and the gate keepers no longer hold power over who gets published and who doesn’t. For example, a previously unknown author who merely wanted to make three hundred dollars to go to a Muppets’ convention earned over a million dollars in just ten months selling ninety-nine cent Kindle copies of her zombie novels… A million dollars! For Zombie books! (That’s all I’m saying about zombies in this book.)

      What I’m here to tell you is that God created you – knit you together in your mother’s womb – to be the lead character in your story. And though you may think that your story is not important, not Epic-worthy, I beg to differ. God has created you to be here, in this place, at this time, for a specific purpose. It is that purpose which shapes the quest that is your Epic tale.

      So we’re going to take the next forty days and explore what the EPIC looks like. It’s an acronym for Everyday Pathways In Christ. Every day, we start fresh. Bad day yesterday? Okay, great. Let’s start over today.

      Every day you’re given a choice. Which direction do I take today? Which pathway do I wish to explore? Is Jesus waiting for me on that path, or does it lead to more worldly pursuits? What’s great is when we want to choose the path where Jesus is and spend time with him. To some people it comes naturally. To others it takes time to get there, and that’s okay, too.

      This book is all about you becoming the hero that God created you to be. The tale that is your life is Epic, if only you look at it through fresh lenses…through the same lenses God sees you. And know that He’s written an Epic with you at the center of it all.

      Right where you belong.

      

      Blessings!

      Julie

      

      Please take note that you do not have to be a fan of epic fantasy, or science fiction, or even resemble a geek of any kind to get something out of this devotional. I’m merely taking what I know about writing and folding it in with what I know to be true about God and Jesus and the Holy Spirit. I’m basically taking everything that I innerstand about who I know God to be and sharing that with you.

      

      With that in mind, let’s get you started on your own Epic journey…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day ONE

          What is an Epic and How Does it Apply to My Life?

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters.

        

      

      
        
        Genesis 1:1-2 (NIV)

      

      

      Merriam-Webster defines an epic as 1) a long narrative poem in elevated style recounting the deeds of a legendary or historical hero; 2) a work of art (such as a novel or drama) that resembles or suggests an epic; and 3) a series of events or body of legend or tradition thought to form the proper subject of an epic. Epic fantasy comes to mind, and people often think of the “nerd” set – bookworms and comic book geeks who play Dungeons and Dragons and get lost in their own fantasy world.

      Well, yes, that statement is not untrue. There is an entire subculture surrounding epic fantasy books and movies. As an author with a seven book epic fantasy series about the fae folk at Muncie’s Oakhurst Gardens, I quickly became immersed in that culture. I took my books to Gen Con, Comic Con, Pop Con, Minnetrista’s Faeries, Sprites & Lights and anywhere else I thought the books could get traction.

      Now, you’re probably asking yourself why any self-respecting Christian would choose to go that route. Well, the only answer I can come up with is that this is the route that God chose for me. We moved to the country around the time I turned forty, and with a limited number of TV channels and facing sheer and utter boredom, I turned to listening to the voices in my head as they spun the most fantastical stories.

      At first, I thought it was a fluke, but the more it happened, the more I knew I couldn’t ignore it any longer and began to write each scenario down. As a result, my first novel, First Wish, ended up being over 460 pages long!

      My writing has been one of the true joys of my life, and I am forever grateful for the experience. I also have no doubt that each of those stories were given to me by God as well. I’ve met some fascinating, amazing people along the way and made some lifelong friends as well. One of my favorite “neighbors” at a convention was a young woman who recycled artwork she found in resale and Goodwill stores and added her own creations to them. – monsters, mostly and aliens.

      One of her paintings was a rescued paint-by-number from a flea market of Jesus praying in the garden. She had painted a grey alien standing behind him with a hand on Jesus’ shoulder.  It was Easter weekend, and on Easter morning as we waited for the convention-goers to arrive, I had the chance to ask her her thoughts in creating that piece.

      She told me that she had taken to painting monsters and aliens in the rescued artwork because it reminded her of spending time with her dad when she was a kid. He had a love of monster movies and that was how they spent time together. She had fond memories of those times in her childhood.

      Then I asked her the obvious question, “Do you get much blowback on the painting of Jesus and the alien?”

      She chuckled at the question. “A little bit,” she said, “but it starts the conversation.”

      My point in this story? Sometimes it takes courage to take three steps outside of the box and do something that others might view as controversial in order to start a conversation with a friend or acquaintance about Jesus.

      The Epic that is your life has a lot of the same elements as any literary or film epic. And at the heart of it is the main character, the hero – you. You are at the center of your story. And it is solely through your lenses that your Epic is told. The rest of us are all secondary characters.

      Best of all, it is God who is the author of your Epic, and He, more than anyone, has your best interests at heart. He will often place you in difficult situations, and perhaps even task you with making controversial choices, but know that in the end, the hero’s rewards are out of this world.

      

      Has God ever put you in a situation where you had to do something that went against the grain of traditional thinking?

      

      Who has God put in your path for you to share your story with?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWO

          The Hero - How God Sees You vs. How You See You

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Since God chose you to be the holy people he loves, you must clothe yourselves with tenderhearted mercy, kindness, humility, gentleness, and patience.

      

      

      
        
        Colossians 3:12 (NLT)

      

      

      Usually, unless they’re narcissistic and well-off, most heroes see themselves as unworthy of notice or doing anything that would even remotely register as “great.”

      Iron Man’s Tony Stark is definitely that classic narcissist who has more money than good sense to begin with, a boatload of bad habits, and is surrounded by a few supportive ‘friends’ and a mentor who proves in the end to be less than trustworthy.

      However, the heroes of many epics are from humble beginnings. It’s not out of the ordinary for their lives to be a stomping ground for the bully who gains power from belittling and chastising them. This hero usually has a menial job with an overbearing boss and a friend or two who is in the same boat and can totally relate in order to make them relatable to the reader or viewer. And probably worst of all is that both the hero and their friends actually buy into what the bully or boss says about them.

      When we hear the things others say about us day after day – that we’re stupid, we’re ugly, we’re fat, we’re worthless – it’s not difficult to begin to believe the lies our detractors dump over us in order to make themselves feel more powerful.

      But it’s when the hero stops believing the bully’s lies that he or she takes back their own power. And that’s a solid turning point in the story.

      Regardless of any abuse you’ve experienced at the hands of anyone who is part of your story, know that you are not those things. Now, you may be saying, ‘Hold on there, sister…I am a (insert sin here)!’ But there is one thing that you have to remember to move forward in this Epic that is your life:

      Jesus knows you by your name, not by your sin.

      The shackles of I am a (insert sin here) shall have no power over you when you choose to walk with Jesus. It is when this relationship becomes important enough to put what Jesus thinks about you ahead of what any in the world thinks about you that things begin to change.

      Jesus thinks you are worthy of his love. So worthy, in fact, that he made the ultimate sacrifice for each of us. Yes, I know – I probably don’t need to tell you that, but sometimes we need reminding of the most profound point in Jesus’ Epic story. He came from humble beginnings. He was dogged by the Pharisees and Sadducees for his ‘blasphemous’ teachings. He was hunted by the Romans. He was betrayed by one of his disciples and denied by the one closest to him. And when Jesus’ story was at its bleakest point, and seemed that all hope was lost, he died on that cross and was laid to rest in a tomb.

      End of story…or so one would believe.

      In true Epic fashion, Jesus rose from the grave and came back to inspire his followers to carry on their mission in his name. He told them they would do miracles and change the world. And they have.

      God knew that they would do great things. That is why He placed them close to Jesus. And even though you don’t see him per se, Jesus walks as close to you each day as he did the disciples. All you have to do is strike up a conversation with him daily and share your heart.

      And expect to do great things in his name…

      

      How do you see yourself? It’s okay to be honest here.

      

      How do you think God sees you? (This is where you lay all your self-doubt aside, silence your inner critic and look at yourself through God’s lenses. Don’t worry if this takes awhile. Just tell that inner critic to hush themselves – you’re listening to God.)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THREE

          Traveling Light - The Garbage Exercise

        

      

    

    
      Don’t set the affections of your heart on this world or in loving the things of the world. The love of the Father and the love of the world are incompatible. For all that the world can offer us – the gratification of our flesh, the allurement of the things of the world, and the obsession with status and importance – none of these things come from the Father but from the world. This world and its desires are in the process of passing away, but those who love to do the will of God live forever.

      
        
        1 John 2:15-17 (TPT)

      

      

      

      I love a good purse. Or backpack. Or any sort of personal baggage that I can carry all my favorite “stuff” in. For years I’ve been on a quest for the perfect writing bag – one that will fit in all my writing gear. There’s the iPad outfitted to operate as a mini laptop, more than one notebook where all the important stuff is jotted down fresh out of my noggin, paper copies of some of the stuff for editing, and several pens of various colors. Ladies, you know how that goes.

      But have you noticed what happens to the hero’s luggage when they’re on a quest? Most generally, it gets lost somewhere around the second point of danger – they’re being chased by bad guys, or shot at, or the plane crashes, or the boat sinks. Poof! Bye-bye baggage!

      One of my favorite movies, Nim’s Island, isn’t really an epic, but it’s about an author (Alexandra Rover) of an epic adventure series, the Alex Rover books. Eleven-year old Nim lives on a remote island with her father and loves the Alex Rover books and is shocked to receive an email from author Alex Rover while her father is away doing research in his boat. She is researching the location for a new book and wants information from him.

      A storm ensues, and when Nim’s father doesn’t return, the girl reaches out to the author via email, believing she is corresponding with Alex Rover the adventurer (a man) from the books. In truth, Alex Rover, the author who has written about all manner of adventurous daring-do, is really a neurotic, agoraphobic middle-aged woman who is terrified of germs and the world in general. She’d done all her research via the internet and scarcely left her apartment in a very long time! Finally, after turning down the girl’s pleas, Alex’s conscience gets the best of her and she sets out to rescue Nim.

      What’s a best-selling epic adventure author pack in her suitcase? Lots of Progresso soup and Purell hand sanitizer. Lots of it.

      Long story incredibly short – by the time Alex arrives on the island following an excruciatingly long trip to the South Pacific on a jetliner, a puddle-jumper, a harrowing helicopter ride complete with an emergency landing on a ship in a storm, and nearly drowning when her lifeboat capsizes, her suitcase is empty, save a few items of clothing and one can of Progresso soup.

      Was it fun watching Alex schlep that suitcase along with her? Well, sure – it almost took on a life of its own! But things got better when she had little to nothing left of what she’d been dragging along behind her. She could’ve made her journey much easier if she’d packed light and left all her issues (Progresso soup and Purell hand sanitizer) behind.

      Don’t you wish it were that easy?

      Would you believe me if I told you it is?

      I’d like for you to pause for a moment. Close your eyes and imagine that you are sitting with Jesus. You’ve brought along a rather large suitcase – you decide how it looks. Is it fancy or plain? Brand new and got wheels on the bottom, or old and worn? Take a moment to greet Jesus, then ask him to go through whatever garbage it is that you’re dragging around in that suitcase.

      Now, here’s my take, for what it’s worth, on why people reject Jesus and all the mercy and grace and love that he offers them: In order to have a relationship with Jesus, one first must be honest with one’s self, dump out all the garbage in their life and pick through it with Jesus.

      With Jesus.

      He’s gotta be there, too. And very often that amount of honesty is beyond many of us.

      And it’s not because we don’t know our garbage is there. We know it. We see it. We smell it. Hell, it’s cluttering up the place to the point where we’re tripping over it every day!

      We choose not to pick through it because we are ashamed of it. I was once ashamed of my garbage, too. But let me tell you, my odds of spending eternity in the presence of God Almighty got a lot better when I sat down with Jesus and let him love me through the process.

      After all, I’m not perfect. God already knew that. And Jesus was well aware of every shred of garbage that lay before us.

      It was his forgiveness of my garbage that made all the difference in the world…

      

      What’s in your pile of garbage?

      

      What’s holding you back from dumping it out and letting Jesus help you sort through it? He already knows what it is, so don’t let that stop you.

      

      Don’t put any pressure on yourself in terms of how long this takes you. You may be on the fast track to owning your garbage and sorting it out with Jesus, or it may take you the entire forty days of this study. Or it may take you a year. And that’s ok. But don’t deny yourself the release from doing it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day FOUR

          You are a Co-Creator with God

        

      

    

    
      For we are co-workers with God, and you are God’s cultivated garden, the house he is building.

      
        
        Corinthians 3:9 (TPT)

      

      

      

      In the beginning, Tony Stark was not a good guy. For those of you who may not know him, Tony Stark is Iron Man from the Marvel Cinematic Universe. No spoilers here, because in the first movie of the Iron Man series, Tony outs himself.

      Stark was, in fact, a technological genius. His father had handed down to him a weapons company, which produced weapons of mass destruction that were definitely in the shock-and-awe category. But after suffering a near-fatal injury to his heart, he built a rudimentary arc reactor to keep himself alive and soon after destroyed his enemies with a crude original version of Iron Man armor.

      Following his rescue, Tony began to obsess on how to make it better and created version after version after version of Iron Man armor to rid the world of terrorists and bad guys.

      Now, I’m not saying that you have to be like Tony Stark. His is definitely a tale of redemption and saving the world. Sure, he was rich and lived a rather hedonistic lifestyle, but he eventually used what he had for good. And even though he didn’t always agree with his friends, together they created something powerful and amazing.

      I guess what this boils down to is that Stark worked with what he had.

      Maybe you have resources to work with. Maybe you don’t. The point I’m trying to make here is that we each can work with what God has blessed us with to create something new to do something wonderful in His name.

      Perhaps it’s donating money to a family who is struggling. Or making use of your good people skills to form a ministry team to work with ministry partners in our community. Or using your artistic talents to share the gospel with others. Or even sewing blankets to give to the blanket cupboard. The list is as endless as the people involved.

      God gives each of us gifts and talents meant to be shared with the world. He wants to co-create something amazing with you. Through you. Are you willing to be a conduit for God? Are you willing to allow Him to be present with those who would normally not seek Him out by allowing Him to make use of your gifts?

      Sure, the classic epic hero thinks their gifts and talents are no big whoop, but later in their story they discover that the skill they thought was unimportant to anyone but them turns out to be what saves the day! (More on that later.)

      You may think your gifts and talents are no big deal. But to someone who needs what you can create, it’s a big deal. And when you and God create something together, just watch those doors fly open!

      And the best part?

      Blessing others will surely bless you.

      

      What is God calling you to co-create with Him?

      

      What gifts and talents do you bring to the table?

      

      Parents: One of the greatest things we co-create with God are other people! Very often our children are our greatest joy and our greatest loves. Sometimes they are our greatest sorrows.

      

      How are you sharing God and the love of Jesus with your children?

      

      How are you helping them step into their own Epic story?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day FIVE

          The Absolute WORST Four-Letter Word

        

      

    

    
      He wore cursing as his garment;

      It entered into his body like water,

      Into his bones like oil.

      
        
        Psalm 109:18 (NIV)

      

      

      

      There is an absolute WORST four-letter word, but it’s not the one you’re thinking of…

      The absolute worst four-letter word anyone can use about themselves and others is the word just.

      

      I’m just a stay-at-home mom.

      

      He’s just a kid…

      

      She’s just the cleaning lady. (You’ve seen her in all the commercials, and it turns out she’s soooo much more.)

      

      So, apparently, there’s a new series out – The Cleaning Lady – and while it looks to be pretty rough (violence and such), the concept proves this theory of how we make use of “just.”

      Fox Network describes their series this way:

      When whip-smart Cambodian doctor Thony De La Rosa comes to the United States for medical treatment to save her ailing son, she soon discovers her path won’t be as straightforward as she had hoped. As the system quickly fails her, pushing her into hiding, she resolves not to allow herself to be beaten down and marginalized and becomes a cleaning lady for organized crime. Using her cunning and intelligence, Thony forges her own path in the criminal underworld, doing whatever she has to [in order] to survive.1

      We’ve all used just to describe ourselves. Sometimes it’s got a sarcastic tone to it – “How would I know? I’m just the secretary.”

      Other times it minimizes the effort put into a gift or kind gesture - “This is for you. It’s just a little something – no big deal.” Or, “Just wanted to make sure you’re doing okay…”

      Even measures of your time fall into this trap. “It’s just a week – I can tolerate it for that long.”

      Time is precious. Gifts are precious. You are precious. To God and to those whom you bless in ways both big and small, each and every day. Something precious should never be minimized or put down.

      Let’s face it - we all denigrate ourselves. We all say, and even worse, think negative things about ourselves. And very often we do it in private. In the silence of our heads. But do you know who hears it?

      Your body hears it.

      And the Creator of the Universe, God Himself, hears it.

      He hears every negative comment you make about yourself. About His creation! How do you think that makes Him feel? Now, I’m not putting anybody on a guilt trip here, but I’ve found freedom in this single thought: I no longer think or say bad things about my abilities, my body, my bad habits, or anything in my life because I wouldn’t say any of those things to anyone else.

      Philippians 2:5-8 tells us:

      You must have the same attitude that Christ Jesus had.

      Though he was God,

      He did not think of equality with God

      As something to cling to.

      Instead, he gave up his divine privileges;

      He took the humble position of a slave

      And was born as a human being.

      When he appeared in human form,

      He humbled himself in obedience to God

      And died a criminal’s death on a cross.

      Think about it. God loves you as though you were an only child. You are so cherished by Him that He sent His Son to earth to be a sacrifice for you. For you!

      “Why would He do that for me? I’m just a –”

      Stop it. Just stop. (Using just in this way is acceptable, by the way.)

      Being able to get over survivor’s guilt and the fact that Jesus died for me, who is just a sinner, was a game changer. It can be for you, too. In the trap of survivor’s guilt, the question was always, “Why would he do that…for me?”

      The answer is simple.

      Because he loves you so very much.

      Accept the gift.

      Accept his grace.

      Step into the role God has given you with confidence as you go out to bless the world around you.

      

      Name five good things about you. Take all the time you need…

      

      How can you see God using those good things to benefit others?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day SIX

          The Fellowship – Who’s on this Journey with You?

        

      

    

    
      For by one Spirit we all were immersed and mingled into one single body. And no matter our status – whether we are Jews or non-Jews, oppressed or free – we are all privileged to drink deeply of the same Holy Spirit.

      
        
        1 Corinthians 12:13 (NIV)

      

      

      

      The last thing Frodo Baggins ever pictured himself doing was leaving the Shire. And saving Middle Earth from the likes of the Dark Lord Sauron wasn’t even on his radar the day Gandalf the Grey came to visit. And while the mission was long and arduous, the burden Frodo had to bear was shared with him by the eight members of the Fellowship of the Ring that journeyed with him.

      Frodo inherited the ring from his uncle, Bilbo Baggins, on the occasion of Bilbo’s eleventeenth (111th) birthday. The ring, after being lost for 2,500 years, was found in the river by a fellow named Gollum, who was mentally tortured by his obsession with it for over four and a half centuries. If you’ve seen the movies, you know how that obsession manifested itself in Gollum’s appearance and mental state. The Ring abandoned him and was subsequently found by Bilbo.  As he prepares to leave the Shire, never to return, Bilbo gives the ring to Frodo.

      What follows is a quite lengthy journey fraught with dangers and perils (thus making this an unquestionable epic of Epic proportions) that Frodo shares with his friends, hobbits Samwise Gamgee, Merry Brandybuck and Pippin Took, Legolas the Elf, Gimli the Dwarf, Boromir of Gondor, a Ranger named Strider, and the Wizard Gandalf. Each brought their own talents, idiosyncrasies and flaws along with them, thus making the journey all the more rich and memorable.

      Lord Elrond of Rivendell holds a Council of Elves, Men and Dwarves, and decides that the Ring must be destroyed in the fires of Mount Doom. Being the holder of the Ring, Frodo volunteers to take it to the mountain and destroy it. The Fellowship of the Ring travels with him, protecting him from all manner of dangers as they make their way to the Land of Mordor. They battle Orcs, Trolls, Balrog, Uruk-hai scouts, and more, each time doing their utmost to protect Frodo, the ring bearer.

      What ensues from each trial and battle is a deepening affection and brotherhood among the nine. Even Boromir, tempted by the Ring and the power it holds, gives his life in order to save Frodo from the Uruk-hai scouts. Frodo, in turn, abandons the Fellowship believing that his absence will keep them safe. They, of course, follow after him and later reunite to finish their quest.

      John 15:13 reminds us, Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. Have you ever had a friend so true as this? Are you that kind of friend? To answer ‘no’ is perfectly fine – we all have that survival instinct. Sure, it is easy to say, ‘Yeah, I could be that guy,’ but it is that rare individual who would actually step in and take a bullet – or an arrow – for another. It would take an even more exceptional soul to do that for a total stranger, but there are those among us who would do just that.

      Keep in mind that your Fellowship – those who surround you in your day-to-day life – is what makes this journey so rewarding. True, not all members of your Fellowship will remain within its ranks for your entire journey. I’ve had many friends whom I believed to be part of my Fellowship for the long haul who were destined to be with me for only a season, maybe two. But their impact on my life is no less important than those who have been with me the whole time.

      And I count each of them as a blessing on my way…

      

      Who is sharing the journey in your Fellowship?

      

      How do their gifts and talents bless you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day SEVEN

          The Hero Answers the Call

        

      

    

    
      Then I heard the Lord saying, “Whom should I send to my people? Who will go to represent us?”

      I spoke up and said, “I will be the one. Send me.”

      
        
        Isaiah 6:8 (NIV)

      

      

      

      “Help me, Obi-Wan Kenobi,” came the plea from the hologram of the beautiful young woman, “you’re my only hope.”2, 3

      Who can forget the memorable moment when Luke Skywalker first laid eyes on Princess Leia Organa? He’d recovered two droids, C-3PO and R2-D2, and the R2 unit proceeded to play the message meant for Ben Kenobi, the crazy local hermit, in order to get Luke to take him to Kenobi. Luke, understandably intrigued by Leia’s message and somewhat beguiled by her beauty, set out in search of the message’s intended recipient.

      Now, it’s not too clear whether Luke intended to set out on the Epic he got sucked into. Granted, he said on more than one occasion how he longed to get off of Tatooine. There was no future for him there, save following in his Uncle Owen’s footsteps. Luke knew deep within him that there was much more to life than moisture farming. And when the Empire sent stormtroopers to retrieve the droids and killed Luke’s family, Luke had little choice but to go along with old Ben. His possession of the droids made him and all who traveled with him marked for death by the Empire.

      In spite of his loss, it was that incessant inkling that there was something more out there – something bigger than himself – that was calling to him. And while Luke may not have recognized it at first, he eventually began to realize that his choice to step into the role of helping to rescue Princess Leia had greater repercussions to the Resistance, rippling outward to every corner of the universe. And by the time we as fans get to Episode Nine of the Star Wars saga, we see that Luke Skywalker, revered Jedi Master, is a legend of epic proportions.

      All because he said yes to stepping into the journey with Ben Kenobi to rescue the princess he’d never met before.

      Luke follows Ben into town, where they make arrangements to hire a ship and its pilot, Han Solo and his co-pilot, Chewbacca, to take them to where the princess is being held. Solo has problems of his own, however – a debt he has yet to repay to local gangster Jabba the Hut – that will dog him and endanger them all. Stormtroopers trying to kill them in an attempt to retrieve the droids and the secret plans for the Death Star only served to further strengthen their resolve.

      When the fearless(?) foursome reach the Imperial cruiser where Darth Vader is holding Leia prisoner, they set out to free her. And Leia’s response to her rescuer?

      “Aren’t you a little short for a stormtrooper?”

      “I’m Luke Skywalker,” he proclaims proudly. “I’m here to rescue you!”2, 4

      Luke stepped fully into the mission, even though he did not initially see it as his path. It would have been easier to simply let Ben to take the droids and go on his own.

      What if Luke had said, “I’m just a farmer,” or, “I’m just a kid,” or, “I’m just not cut out for this.”?

      Lucky for us (and the Star Wars universe), he didn’t. Luke Skywalker stepped fully and wholly into the mission that fate brought to his doorstep. He listened as Ben mentored him and taught him about the Force, the mysterious energy field created by life that binds the galaxy together, and how he should be mindful of it and master his mind in it.

      Truly, isn’t that what God is asking of us? To master our own minds and seek Him out fully in our lives?

      God Himself is the Great Mystery who creates life itself each and every day, binding all of us together as one in Christ! How amazing is that? How could we ever say no to Him?

      In Ephesians 3:1-6 (RSV), Paul writes, For this reason I, Paul, a prisoner for Christ Jesus on behalf of you Gentiles – assuming that you have heard of the stewardship of God’s grace that was given to me for you, how the mystery was made known to me by revelation, as I have written briefly. When you read this you can perceive my insight into the mystery of Christ, which was not made known to the sons of men in other generations as it has been revealed to his holy apostles and prophets by the Spirit; that is, how the Gentiles are fellow heirs, members of the same body, and partakers of the promise in Christ Jesus through the gospel.

      Further, Proverbs 25:2 (RSV) tells us, It is the glory of God to conceal a thing; but the glory of kings is to search it out.

      Don’t we all secretly want to be kings and queens, sovereign rulers of our own lives? Are we not sons and daughters of the Most High? Who among us is not called to be part of God’s Holy Kingdom?

      Each of us will experience God and His presence in our lives in different ways, see His Mighty Hand at work through different lenses, each according to our own unique path through this life and beyond. And just as important, we will seek Him in our own way, in our own time.

      Best of all, God knows exactly how and precisely when we will come to know Him…

      

      How is God calling to you in your everyday circumstances?

      

      What is it you most want to discover about God and his nature?

      

      What is stopping you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day EIGHT

          Against All Odds

        

      

    

    
      “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be afraid; do not be discouraged, for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.”

      
        
        Joshua 1:9 (NIV)

      

      

      

      Listopia on the website goodreads describes epic fantasy as “generally serious in tone and often epic in scope, dealing with themes of grand struggle against supernatural, evil forces. Some typical characteristics of epic fantasy include fantastical elements such as elves, fairies, dwarves, magic or sorcery, wizards or magicians, invented language, quests, coming-of-age themes, and multi-volume narratives.”5

      But they forgot one thing – the quest is always seemingly doomed to failure from the get-go.

      In A Game of Thrones, sinister and supernatural forces are gathering in the frozen wastes to the north beyond the protective walls of Winterfell. The Stark family, it would seem, is doomed. And winter is coming… Looks like if the supernatural enemies don’t get you, the weather will.

      Then there’s the Pevensie children – Peter, Susan, Edmund, and Lucy – who join forces with Aslan the talking lion to save Narnia from the evil White Witch in The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe. What chance do the Pevensie children have against a witch, of all things? After all, they’re just kids…

      How about Princess Buttercup and her beloved Westley in The Princess Bride as they face unspeakable dangers in the Fire Swamp that no mere mortal could ever hope to survive? And yet, somehow, they manage to survive and eventually get their happily ever after.

      Or what about Eragon, a poor farm boy who discovers a blue stone in the forest that brings forth a dragon hatchling? With only an ancient sword and the advice of an old storyteller to guide him through a perilous new world of destiny, magic, and power, the young hero must battle dark enemies to defend his home against an evil king. No way – he’s doomed…

      And then there’s the Avengers…ripped apart by a feud between Captain America and Iron Man. How could they ever come together and defeat the evil Thanos, who reduced the population of the entire universe by half with the simple snap of his fingers? With the band of heroes now only half the force as before, how could they possibly defeat such a powerful enemy?

      Every epic tale has that one insurmountable problem, whether it’s an evil villain or an unspeakable catastrophe, or any other impending doom from which there is seemingly no escape. Has your life ever looked like that? Have you ever had an experience or situation that you never ever thought you could recover from?

      I can guarantee you that 95% of us have. (Ok, so I can’t exactly guarantee it; I just made that number up. But I’m guessing that those of you reading this who have never faced that type of situation just haven’t lived that long yet.) And when we’re faced with a no-win situation, we’ve got three choices on how to deal with it:

      
        	Handle it like a dog (so the meme says) – If you can’t eat it or play with it, then pee on it and walk away. (Ok, I don’t recommend this one, as it is frowned upon in polite society…unless you are, in fact, a dog.)

        	Handle it like Captain James T. Kirk conquered the famed Kobayashi Maru training exercise in Star Trek - It was, in fact, programmed to be a no-win situation. By reprogramming the simulator and thus the test itself, Kirk managed to beat the scenario of rescuing the stranded Kobayashi Maru ship from the Romulans and became the only cadet in Star Fleet history to defeat the Kobayashi Maru.

        	Or, handle it as Christ handled it on the night he was betrayed and arrested. Jesus prayed, “Abba, Father, everything is possible for you. Take this cup from me. Yet not what I will, but what you will.” And they took him before the Sanhedrin, who made their plans and handed him over to Pilate.

      

      Now, you may be saying to yourself, That didn’t work out so well for Jesus in the short term… And I’ll admit, you would be right. But look at how it turned out in the end for Jesus and for all of us! Jesus himself conquered death and in turn promises us eternal life with him.

      Who among us would wish to turn their back on such a generous offer of eternal mercy and grace? Would any of us wish to not spend eternity with Jesus in the Father’s house? Did you know that the odds of you getting to spend the rest of eternity in the presence of Jesus get exponentially better when you invite him into your heart and begin an earnest relationship with him?

      Are you ready to start eternity today?

      

      How do you handle seemingly insurmountable challenges in your life?

      

      How would you ask Jesus to help you deal with a current problem standing in your way?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day NINE

          Well, There’s a Chance You Could Be Incinerated…

        

      

    

    
      Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement and asked his advisors, “Weren’t there three men that we tied up and threw into the fire?”

      They replied, “Certainly, Your Majesty.”

      He said, “Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods.”

      
        
        Daniel 3:24-25 (NIV)

      

      

      

      One of my favorite parts of The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey is the arrival of the Thorin and his band of dwarves, and how their ill-mannered lot comes in and pretty much takes over Bilbo’s well-ordered home. The eat all his food, dwarf-handle his mother’s dishes, and are all around lousy house guests. Bilbo is understandably aggravated by the kerfuffle, but the arrival of the wizard Gandalf helps to put him somewhat at ease.

      Of course, it’s not until Thorin Oakenshield reveals that they are planning to return to their family’s former home in the Lonely Mountain and their need of a burglar that the contract comes into play. Bilbo unrolls the document to discover that it is, in fact, quite lengthy (measuring in at over five feet long!), and proceeds to read it in its entirety.

      James Daily, a lawyer and co-author of The Law of Superheroes, has a high-quality replica prop of movie version of said contract and wrote an article about it for Wired magazine. The contract, Daily noted, has at least 40 major sections and numerous footnotes and digressions in smaller type.6

      At Thorin’s urging, Bofur gives Bilbo the contract as Balin gives him the gist of the document.

      “It’s just the usual; summary of out of pocket expenses……..time required…..remuneration…funeral arrangements…so forth.”

      “Funeral arrangements?” Bilbo asks, brows raised as he continues to read the contract, muttering to himself as he goes along. “Oh… ‘up to but not exceeding one fourteenth of total profit if any.’ Seems fair… Ah….. ‘Present company shall not be liable for injuries inflicted by or sustained as a consequence thereof, including but not limited to lacerations, evisceration… incineration?’”

      “Oh, aye,” Bofur replies, elaborating about the dragon, Smaug. “He’ll melt the flesh off your bones in the blink of an eye.”7, 8

      As Bofur gives even more grisly details, Bilbo groans then promptly faints.

      While none of us will be called into service as a burglar to steal treasure back from a deadly dragon, we may be called to steal back one of God’s treasured ones from the devil himself. And while the task is no less daunting, the consequences of failure are dire for both ourselves and the lost treasure that is the soul that had been taken captive by the enemy.

      There is a spiritual battle being waged at this very moment. Every minute of every hour of every day, the enemy attacks all that is kind and good in the world, working hard to make certain that it fails. And the more on track you are for God, the more the enemy protests and groans until you can no longer be ignored. It is then that difficulties befall otherwise “good” people.

      The enemy could care less about you and the life you lead until you stand up for Jesus and choose to make a difference in his name to those around you.

      True, you could simply keep your head down and go about your life, minding your own business and hope that the devil doesn’t pay any attention to you and yours. But what if the person who introduced you to Jesus had done just that? Think of all you would have missed out on in your life had you never met Jesus and never began a relationship with him.

      That, my friends, would make incineration seem almost palatable.

      

      Where is God asking you to walk into the fire for Jesus’ sake?

      

      Is there someone he is beckoning you to reach out to and invite on this Epic adventure?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TEN

          Becoming Part of Something Greater than Yourself

        

      

    

    
      Since we first heard about you, we’ve kept you always in our prayers that you would receive the perfect knowledge of God’s pleasure over your lives, making you reservoirs of every kind of wisdom and spiritual understanding. We pray that you would walk in the ways of true righteousness, pleasing God in every good thing you do. Then you’ll become fruit-bearing branches, yielding to his life, and maturing in the rich experience of knowing God in his fullness! And we pray that you would be energized with all his explosive power from the realm of his magnificent glory, filling you with great hope.

      
        
        Colossians 1:9-11 (TPT)

      

      

      

      I grew up watching and loving Star Trek. Not that shiny, high-polished Next Generation version of the nineties (although I did enjoy that one, just not as much) but the original series. It was a treat, actually. My dad worked second shift in a factory so every Friday night (or so it seemed), my mom would let us stay up late to wait for him. The news was on at 10pm, after which the newscasters would “beam up” to parts unknown from behind the anchor desk and the episode of Star Trek (now in reruns) would begin.

      Sometimes Dad would bring home pizza from Pizza King (you Indiana people know what I’m talking ‘bout!) and we’d nosh on the delicious pepperoni pizza and watch as Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock and the rest of the crew went on adventures to far off worlds with very human problems. And as I’m sure you well know, they tackled them all.

      From interracial relations to over population to Communists and Nazis and beyond, no social issue was off limits to Gene Roddenberry and his team of writers. When couched in the framework of a more advanced society of humans set in a time that was far into our future, they were able to speak to the issues of the day in honest ways.

      I loved every bit of it, but honestly, I couldn’t tell you why. The stories were fanciful and complex, and for that period in entertainment history, it was a pretty amazing accomplishment. Yes, fans were called ‘Trekkies,’ a term meant to demean, but I didn’t care. I wanted to be part of that world.

      It wasn’t until I was a full-fledged adult that I truly understood the draw of Star Trek to my soul. We’d taken the kids to see the 2009 reboot (gasp! The horror!) with Chris Pine as Captain Kirk and Zachary Quinto as Spock.

      I went into the theatre thinking I would hate it.

      Hate. It.

      But what I discovered about myself is that the reason I wished so much to be a part of that world was because Captain Kirk and Mr. Spock and Dr. McCoy and all the rest were part of something bigger than themselves. I wanted that. My soul longed for that. I knew that if I could just experience that, my life would seem complete…

      What this tells me is that God has created us for community. Sure, we’ve got our Fellowship – those peeps closest to us who make life so much richer and more enjoyable. But by putting yourself out there with others who are willing to put themselves out there to do great things in Jesus’ name…imagine how much we can all get done together! And isn’t making a difference in our community and our world what it’s all about?

      Being part of a church family means getting involved. It means doing things with other people. It means going to Worship on a regular basis and getting to know the other people in the room with you. It means being part of a Life Group and getting to know them personally. Very often your Life Group becomes another Fellowship that you can count on for counsel and prayer and support in all aspects of life.

      Being part of a church family also means serving on a team to help others in our community. After all, Jesus doesn’t light a fire in your soul so that you can hide it under a basket! And God is pleased when we work together as a larger body to share His Son with others.

      

      Who is God asking you to get to know better?

      

      Where is God leading you to serve and connect with others?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day ELEVEN

          The Noble Quest – What is it You Seek?

        

      

    

    
      From one man, Adam, he made every man and woman and every race of humanity, and he spread us over all the earth. He sets the boundaries of people and nations, determining their appointed times in history. He has done this so that every person would long for God, feel their way to him, and find him – for he is the God who is easy to discover! It is through him that we live and function and have our identity; just as your own poets have said, ‘Our lineage comes from him.’

      
        
        Acts 17:26-28 (NIV)

      

      

      

      Every epic tale has a quest, as our hero and their merry band set out to find (insert epic goal or treasure here). It’s part of what sets the hero in motion, rather than being content to stay at home and do the same, boring stuff, day in and day out.

      Is that you? Tired of that same old dull routine? Perhaps you need to go on a Noble Quest!

      Take, for example, the Avengers. Or rather, what’s left of them. In Endgame, those remaining among them that weren’t taken out by Thanos’s snap in the final moments of Infinity War set out on the daunting task to retrieve Thanos’s Gauntlet and the Infinity Stones. What they soon learn is that Thanos has already destroyed the stones and the gauntlet is now worthless.

      Fun fact: It is rumored that Thanos’s Gauntlet was, in fact, modeled after an ancient Catholic relic belonging to Saint Teresa of Jesu. The resemblance is striking. It’s a seventeenth-century artifact that still actually holds the hand of Saint Teresa.

      At any rate, the Avengers, following the return of Scott Lang (Ant Man) from the Quantum Realm, gain new hope that the Infinity Stones can be retrieved and set out to make that happen. Using technology developed by Bruce Banner (who is now solely in the form of the Hulk) and Lang, the superheroes split up and journey back in time to the last known location of each stone prior to Thanos taking possession of them.

      It becomes one of those “wibbly-wobbly, timey-wimey” things that my husband dislikes, mostly because he can’t keep up with the complexities of time travel. In his defense, there’s a lot to keep track of. (And for those of you who are not into Marvel movies, thank you for hanging in there with me – I’m getting to our point.)

      In doing so, the Avengers manage to retrieve all of the Infinity Stones and save the day but at a terrible cost. They end up losing two members of their team, and a third suffers horribly at the hands of Thanos at another point in time.

      We mere mortals are obviously not on a quest to find the Infinity Stones, but our goal is no less noble. And while we’re not out to save the world, we should be about making a difference, even in one life, for the cause of Christ. How much more noble do you want?

      As the hero of the Epic that is your life, God will place people in your realm of reach who will be a part of your story. Some will encourage you and journey with you. Others will challenge you. Still others will fade away. There may even be those who betray you, which stinks. But keeping your eye on the prize is what the hero does best.

      Sadly, I’ve known people who were “in it” for the prize, citing 1 Corinthians where Paul writes, Do you not know that in a race all the runners run, but only one gets the prize?  Run in such a way as to get the prize. Everyone who competes in the games goes into strict training. They do it to get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get a crown that will last forever.

      While I don’t argue with Paul and his teaching on this point, I do take issue with the motivation behind doing the “Christian thing” to win the “Christian prize.” I have a vivid imagination and have even pictured some who are pushing and shoving at the start line to get the best starting position to assure that they will win. Whaaaaaaaat? Who would do such a thing?!

      Jesus wouldn’t.

      Truly, I’m not judging. I’m not saying this should not be your quest. I’m saying that the end goal of our quest should be the simple satisfaction of being able to spend eternity with Jesus in Our Father’s House. Yes, that’s the prize Paul speaks of. But in our quest to reach that goal, we should be helpful to all whom we encounter along the way, so that they, too, can experience Christ for all eternity.

      

      What goal is Jesus asking you to fix your eyes on?

      

      How can you invite others along on your quest?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWELVE

          When a Coincidence is Not…

        

      

    

    
      After a little while, those standing there went up to Peter and said, “Surely you are one of them; your accent gives you away.”

      Then he began to call down curses, and he swore to them, “I don’t know the man!”

      Immediately a rooster crowed. Then Peter remembered the words Jesus had spoken: “Before the rooster crows, you will disown me three times.” And he went outside and wept bitterly.

      
        
        Matthew 26:73-75 (NIV)

      

      

      

      One of the tools at a writer’s disposal is that of an event appearing to be a coincidence, but much later in the story, the reader or viewer learns that the “coincidence” was actually part of a plan, and sometimes even orchestrated by someone in a position of wealth or power or knowledge of some unknown information. This is not unlike how things go in life…

      Take for example, Prince Dastan in Prince of Persia: The Sands of Time. As a street urchin, Dastan was noticed by King Sharaman following an act of courage and adopted by the king. Dastan is raised as a full member of the royal family.

      Fast forward fifteen years later: Tensions between Sharaman’s kingdom and that of the holy city of Alamut run high due to rumors of weapons being forged in the city. While laying siege to the city, Dastan takes a sacred dagger from a royal guard.

      Dastan later finds out from Princess Tamina of Alamut that the sands held in the handle of the dagger allow the wielder of the weapon to go back in time and change whatever they wish. He later discovers that his uncle, the king’s brother, Nizam, knows of the dagger’s power and eventually uses it to go back in time to see to the death of his brother so that Nizam would instead ascend to the throne. Nizam was especially adept at controlling things behind the scenes so that none would know of his evil plans.

      In the end, Dastan manages to hold onto the dagger as well, thus retaining full knowledge of Nizam’s dastardly deeds as they were propelled back through time and outs him to King Sharaman before his brother has the chance to kill him. Again.

      Wouldn’t it be great to be able to travel back in time and right a wrong, or say the right thing in a heated argument you regret, or make a bad situation a little better for someone you care about?

      Years ago, a friend who volunteered for me faithfully each year for VBS was diagnosed with ovarian cancer. The journey through treatment and her eventual passing was a difficult and arduous one for both her and her family. I remember one day when her husband had expressed to me that he wished she’d get moved into a room on the oncology ward, but there were likely to be no openings anytime soon.

      The next day when we spoke, he told me that there was a wonderful coincidence that allowed his wife to be moved to the oncology floor that very day.

      I chuckled and said with a grin, “You know, don’t you, that there’s no such thing as coincidence?”

      Even years later, he’d still been amazed at how many “happy little accidents” had come his family’s way during those difficult days.

      Unlike Nizam’s evil plotting behind the scenes, God’s plan for our lives and blessing us with good things can be seen if only we take the time to be present in the moment and look for Him. Now, you might be thinking, Yeah, but doesn’t that mean I don’t have free will if I just follow everything God lays out for me?

      Uh…no.

      As with everything in life, you have a choice. You can choose to follow God and what He offers to bless you with, or you can choose to make your own way. And while your own way may seem better at first, I’ve found time and time again that what God has planned for me is always better than the plans I make for myself.

      

      What things in your past challenge you to make changes in how you live today?

      

      What blessings are you noticing God putting in your path?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTEEN

          Magic? Superpowers? Maybe…

        

      

    

    
      Then all at once a pillar of fire appeared before their eyes. It separated into tongues of fire that engulfed each of them. They were all filled and equipped with the Holy Spirit and were inspired to speak in tongues – empowered by the Spirit to speak in languages they had never learned!

      
        
        Acts 2:3-4 (NIV)

      

      

      

      History should note that author J.K. Rowling and her Harry Potter series are solely responsible for transforming scores of children (and their parents) into voracious readers in the late nineties. They would eagerly await the release date for each novel as they waded deeper and deeper into the world of Harry and his friends, Ron Weasley and Hermione Granger. Some stores would open at midnight on the release date, having costume contests and special treats for families who showed up to be the first on their block to bring home the latest book in the series.

      And the draw?

      Magic.

      And while a lot of Christians said, Whoa! Hold on here a minute! None of that dark stuff, now… what readers found was a classic epic tale of heroes and villains with special abilities and magic.

      But the takeaway was not how to turn your biggest fears into something ridiculous, or know where your enemies were with a magical map, or conceal yourself beneath an invisibility cloak. It was instead the magic of friendship, and the superpower of being braver than you ever believed you could be. And standing up to evil for the sake of all those who matter to you.

      And that’s not so different from your life, is it?

      The relationship you share with family and friends put magic into the everyday tasks you share, from preparing a meal to celebrating a birthday. These things bring joy because of the love you share.

      And what about Steve Rogers who, upon being injected with a “super-soldier” serum by Dr. Abraham Erskine, became nearly invincible by the serum which magnifies the dominant qualities in a man. Steve not only became taller and more muscular, but his selfless devotion to his country and keeping others safe were increased tenfold, transforming him into Captain America.

      That’s what a true, honest relationship with Jesus Christ can do for you – take the good qualities that are innate within you and increase them tenfold. The result? You are better equipped to do great things in Jesus’ name!

      I can hear you now…I don’t have any “superpowers!” This is silly.

      Maybe.

      Maybe not…

      Wikipedia defines superpower in terms of ability as: “supernatural abilities such as flight, enhanced strength, invulnerability, or enhanced speed. However, it can also describe natural abilities that reach peak human potential, such as enhanced intelligence or weapon proficiency.”

      I know one woman whose superpower in younger days was baking cookies. They were awesome, not only because they were delicious, but because she regularly baked them for our children’s Sunday school classes.

      A man I know has a big heart and uses his natural sense of curiosity and uncanny ability to be able to repair almost anything to the benefit of many who would not otherwise be able to afford his level of expertise.

      Another young lady repurposes old furniture, transforming one household’s trash into beautiful treasure, making unique decorator pieces affordable for any budget.

      While these examples sound like no big deal, to the people they help out, it’s a big deal. And these examples of three peoples’ passions and extraordinary abilities doing something they love are definitely nothing short of superpowers.

      Thankfully, they use them for good instead of evil.

      How will you use your superpowers?

      

      Where do you experience a sense of magic in your day to day life?

      

      Which of your “superpowers” is God calling you to use to further His Kingdom here on earth?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day FOURTEEN

          The Hero’s Toolkit - Picking Up Tools Along the Way

        

      

    

    
      There are different kinds of spiritual gifts, but the same Spirit is the source of them all. There are different kinds of service, but we serve the same Lord. God works in different ways, but it is the same God who does the work in all of us.

      
        
        1 Corinthians 12:4-6 (NIV)

      

      

      

      Have you ever noticed how in nearly every epic tale the hero always seems to have the right tool, thing-a-ma-jig, or magical accoutrement when they need it? And, Poof! With it, they manage to save the day.

      Take for example, Bilbo’s dagger, Sting. It was found in the Trolls’ hoard by Gandalf, who gave it to Bilbo. Later, one of the dwarves poked fun at the hobbit and his new-found weapon, likening it to a letter opener.

      What Bilbo later discovered was that it was a fine, ancient Elvish blade crafted by weapon-smiths in Gondolin. Though the swords Glamdring, discovered in the same place by Gandalf,  and Orcist, taken by Thorin, were Elvish blades as well, Sting is the only one that glows blue in the presence of Orcs. This magical ability of the dagger alerted Bilbo and the Dwarves of the enemy’s approach on more than one occasion.

      Then there’s Hermione Granger from the Harry Potter tales. She’s sharp as a tack, remembers everything she reads and learns in class, seems to know everything, and has the most amazing purse! (Told you I love purses!) In Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows, Hermione places an Undetected Extension Charm on a small beaded purse so that she can fill it with everything they will need. The bag, like Doctor Who’s T.A.R.D.I.S., is definitely bigger on the inside.

      The charm also causes anything she places in the bag to be lighter in weight and mass to make them easier to carry. Hermione’s purse is very similar to Mary Poppin’s satchel. With them, both women are prepared for any occasion.

      I’ve noticed with my own journey that I’ve gathered several skills and tools over the years. Some I picked up and thought, Yeah! This is going to be useful this week! Or, Hey, I can use this in a year or so – it’ll be so helpful. I’ll just put this in my tool kit. But other times, I’ve come across tools or gained skills that I had no idea why I was even picking them up. Very often, I’d simply shrug my shoulders and drop it into the tool kit and move on to the next thing.

      What’s really great about that is the fact that I’ve made good use of every single tool or skill or gift I’ve picked up along the way. And looking back over the years, I see now that it was all leading up to this point in my life.

      I’ve gathered a lot of things for my toolkit in my thirty-five years of graphics experience. Desktop publishing, graphic design, marketing, social media, website building, and more all dovetailed perfectly to allow me to publish my own books. Writing became a new passion and a treasured tool in my kit.

      More than writing The Children of Auberon Series, which gave me a bit of “street cred” with the convention crowd, and even writing The Question to start the conversation with people who may not know Jesus but want to, the tools in my kit have been leading me to this very project.

      My quest, though I once believed it was, is not to make millions off of writing my books. God knew from the get-go that I am not willing to sell my soul for that level of success. He knew because He created me that way. He knew that one day I would figure out that riches were not my goal, but rather being a conduit for what He wants to say to His people. And even more than that, to those who don’t yet know him or aren’t acquainted with His Son.

      So maybe you’ve got the chance to learn something new or pick up a new skill. Doesn’t make sense? It will. Like those Easter Eggs in the Marvel movies that foreshadow things to come, it will somewhere down the road. And you’ll look back and smile and say to God, I see what you did there…

      

      What skills, gifts, and tools are you carrying around in your toolkit?

      

      How can you make use of the things in your kit to co-create something amazing with God and the people around you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day FIFTEEN

          Weaknesses and the Dreaded Achilles Heel

        

      

    

    
      For I know that nothing good lives within the flesh of my fallen humanity. The longings to do what is right are within me, but willpower is not enough to accomplish it. My lofty desires to do what is good are dashed when I do the things I want to avoid. So if my behavior contradict my desires to do good, I must conclude that it’s not my true identity doing it, but the unwelcome intruder of sin hindering me from being who I really am.

      
        
        Romans 7:18-20 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Every hero has a weakness. If they were strong all the time and utterly invincible, well, it wouldn’t make much of a story. But it’s that dreaded Achilles Heel that can get them – and us – in trouble.

      Superman is often the easiest to remember – his one weakness being Kryptonite. While being on his home planet (had it not blown to smithereens) would not cause him to be weak, the element on the planet earth makes him weak and subject to injury.

      Then, of course, there’s Green Lantern, whose weakness is the worst one ever – the color yellow. Apparently, his enemies would wear yellow clothing or throw something yellow at him so that Green Lantern was powerless to stop them or the yellow object hurtling at him.

      In Jumanji: Welcome to the Jungle, four teens discover an old video game version of Jumanji while cleaning the school basement as part of their detention. The four include gawky Spencer, beautiful-but-shallow Bethany, Martha the rebel, and Anthony the jock (otherwise known as “Fridge”) – not exactly what you would call friends. They start the game and are sucked into it when they choose their characters. Spencer becomes the muscular explorer/archaeologist Dr. Xander “Smolder” Bravestone. “Fridge” becomes the small zoologist Franklin “Mouse” Finbar. Martha transforms into martial arts expert Ruby Roundhouse, and beautiful Bethany turns into Professor Sheldon “Shelly” Oberon, a dumpy, middle aged man.

      As they’re getting used to their surroundings and new personas, they discover how to view their avatars’ information, including how many lives they have, as well as their strengths and weaknesses.

      Spencer-as-Smolder’s strengths include fearlessness, climbing, speed, boomerang, and smoldering intensity. His weaknesses? None. None.

      Martha-as-Ruby’s strengths include karate, tai chi, aikido, and dance-fighting, with venom as her weakness. Ok, sounds pretty awesome.

      Bethany-as-Professor Shelly Oberon’s strengths are listed as cartography, archaeology, and paleontology, with endurance listed as her/his only weakness. Ouch.

      Fridge-as-Mouse’s strengths are zoology and weapons valet (he carries Smolder’s weapons). His weaknesses? Cake, speed and strength. Fridge, who is used to being able to outrun and outlift anyone.9, 10

      We’ve all got our weaknesses. (I can totally relate to Mouse’s weakness being cake!) And oftentimes those weaknesses can keep us and our attention away from God. We get distracted – by the yummy, by the shiny, by the exciting stuff on TV – and lay our relationship goals with Jesus aside for these other pursuits.

      Of course, Jesus will always be there when we turn our attention back to him. But those earthly distractions that are our weaknesses are fleeting and not nearly as satisfying as Jesus.

      2 Timothy 2:4 tells us, “No one engaged in warfare entangles himself with the affairs of this life, that he may please him who enlisted him as a soldier.”

      Let us take our strength in Christ as we venture out into the world.

      

      What’s your weakness?

      

      What steps are you taking to move past that weakness?

      

      How can God help you with that?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day SIXTEEN

          The Burden of Being a Hero

        

      

    

    
      From everyone who has been given much, much will be demanded; and from the one who has been entrusted with much, much more will be asked.

      
        
        Luke 12:48 (NIV)

      

      

      

      “With great power comes great responsibility,” Uncle Ben told young Peter Parker when the last thing he wanted to do was listen.11, 12 Those words dogged the young hero the rest of his days following the death of his uncle in the Spider-Man series. It was Peter’s indifference to stopping a thief that resulted in that very same thief killing his uncle.

      That in and of itself could stop anyone from pursuing a life of crime-fighting.

      But Peter stepped fully into the role of Spiderman, carrying the burden of guilt from his uncle’s death throughout his days.

      Then there’s the hero that just doesn’t want any part of being a hero. Take Dave from The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. Last thing he wants to be is the Prime Merlinian. It’s not until evil Mr. Horvath comes after Dave and Balthazar and threatens the girl he loves that Dave has no choice but to accept his role as a hero.

      And we can’t forget Sam Witwicky of the Transformers series. All he wanted was a cool car and to have the lovely Mikaela to be his girlfriend. Following their grand adventure in the first film in the series, we find Sam starting college in Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen and telling Optimus Prime that he’s done saving the world with him…

      So, the subtitle of this book is, 40 Days to Becoming the Hero God Created You to Be. We’ve spent the first fifteen days exploring all the characteristics of a hero, and how truly attainable they each are. But that’s not to say that being the hero of the Epic that is your life will always be easy. Or fun.

      Some days, plain and simple, it will seem like a burden.

      But what goal worth attaining is easy to achieve?

      In Matthew 11:28-30 (TPT), Jesus tells us, “Are you weary, carrying a heavy burden? Come to me. I will refresh your life, for I am your oasis. Simply join your life with mine. Learn my ways and you’ll discover that I’m gentle, humble, easy to please. You will find refreshment and rest in me. For all that I require of you will be pleasant and easy to bear.”

      Wow.

      Jesus is telling us that if we step into the heroic role that God has created in our Epic for us, that he will come alongside us to help carry that burden! He invites us to learn from him, to join our lives with his. We’d be crazy to turn that down!

      Jesus is our mentor who will never betray us or let us down. He’s our support when all seems lost, bringing in reinforcements when we’ve fought to the point of exhaustion. And he’s there when the battle’s over, to comfort us. To congratulate or console us. To help us find closure when its needed.

      Let Jesus help you carry your hero’s burden. There is no reason to make this journey alone.

      After all, he’s stronger than all of us.

      

      What burdens do you face in doing the right thing?

      

      How can Jesus help you carry that burden?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day SEVENTEEN

          When the Hero Turns Out to Be a Heel

        

      

    

    
      Do not judge others, and you will not be judged. For you will be treated as you treat others. The standard you use in judging is the standard by which you will be judged.

      
        
        Matthew 7:1-2 (NIV)

      

      

      

      Nothing is more disappointing than discovering that the hero you’ve invested your attention and admiration in becomes a heel. Absolutely nothing.

      I’ll never forget learning that someone I’d admired for years had been tried and convicted for extortion. While I didn’t know him well, I’d known enough about him to be saddened that he wasn’t who I thought him to be.

      He’d been outwardly bold in his faith and speaking about it. He’d been covered in a news story about the things he’d done to express his faith while working overseas. And those things were phenomenal! He’d even spoken in church more than once. A seemingly fine, upstanding fellow – but then the truth came out.

      In the 2007 Tobey McGuire version of Spiderman 3, we find our hero Peter Parker on the outs with his girlfriend, Mary Jane Watson, who is working in a club. While under the influence of the evil symbiote, Venom, the now-arrogant Peter not only tries to make her jealous by taking Gwen Stacy to the club on a date, but interrupts Mary Jane’s song with a dance of his own.

      What a jerk!

      Then through the Marvel film, Captain Marvel, we come to know Vers, a warrior who by all outward appearances seems to be a fine upstanding person of hero quality. Plagued by nightmares, we see her go on missions with others in her ranks, led by Yon-Rogg, her mentor and commander. Viewers are quickly drawn in, bearing witness to Yon-Rogg’s skills as a warrior and his status as a hero as well.

      Vers ends up on earth and is chased by various bad guys as she searches for who she really is. She soon discovers that she is really human Carol Danvers. And when she encounters several Skrulls, alien shapeshifters she’s been taught to believe are the bad guys, that the truth is revealed –Yon-Rogg and those whom Carol fought beside as Vers were actually the bad guys.

      It’s at this point that Yon-Rogg goes into full-fledged heel mode, doing his utmost to defeat Carol. But he soon discovers that her powers gained from the Teseract that caused her memory loss in the first place far outweigh those of her former mentor.

      It’s easy to think that we know best. And it’s easy to have our judgement clouded when things don’t go our way. Even worse, when we venture into the duality that “forces” us to say who is right and who is wrong, our hero status creeps dangerously close to heel territory.

      Remember, always, that we have a choice…

      

      In what situations do you see yourself judging who is right and who is wrong?

      

      How is God helping you to see clearly in these situations?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day EIGHTEEN

          Danger and Peril

        

      

    

    
      I have been constantly on the move. I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false believers.

      
        
        2 Corinthians 11:26 (NIV)

      

      

      

      As you can see from the scripture above, the classic epic hero has nothing on the Apostle Paul in the Dangers and Perils department. Dude has literally been threatened by just about everything.

      The classic epic film, The Great Escape, chronicles the efforts of Allied POWs in Nazi Germany and their subsequent escape from Stalag Luft III, a maximum-security prisoner-of-war camp. The prisoners band together, pooling their talents and scavenged resources to dig tunnels and plan their escape.

      Once outside the fence, they attempt to blend in with some of the population, while others stick to the countryside, using every manner of transportation possible in an attempt to cross the German border to freedom. Along the way, they faced many dangers and perils.

      Aside from being constantly on edge from fear of their plans being discovered by the Nazi soldiers guarding them, they dealt with the chance of the tunnels caving in. The mental anguish associated with their stress made a couple of them snap and attempt to climb the fence, resulting in their deaths.

      Once outside the camp, those who managed to escape faced all manner of dangers, ranging from Nazi soldiers gunning for them, mine fields, check points, an airplane crash, and more. In the end, only three of the original band of seventy-six escaped Allied soldiers made their way to freedom.

      While we don’t face these types of dangers in our everyday lives, we sometimes experience seasons that make us feel like we’re in danger. That expectation of danger or peril around every corner sets us on edge, and mentally wears us down. It is then that, like Paul, we must seek Jesus for his comfort and strength.

      God tells us “Fear not” a full three hundred and sixty-five times in the Bible – once for each day of the year. By turning all our fears associated with the dangers we face over to God, we are given a new sense of strength and courage that makes us more than we can imagine.

      By building a solid relationship with Jesus, you can rest assured that he will walk beside you every step of the way and protect you from anything that seeks to cause you harm. His protection is yours for the asking.

      Don’t think you “deserve” his protection? That your sins are too great for you to be protected by the Son of God? Well, I’ve got great news: He offers mercy and grace, too.

      No sin is too great, no ask is too small for Jesus to not help you through whatever perils you face. All you gotta do is ask.

      What are you waiting for?

      He’s waiting for you…

      

      What perils do you face in your day-to-day life?

      

      How can Jesus be of help to you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day NINETEEN

          Doing Precisely What You Were Told NOT to Do…

        

      

    

    
      But the Lord God called to the man, “Where are you?”

      He answered, “I heard you in the garden, and I was afraid because I was naked; so I hid.”

      And he said, “Who told you that you were naked? Have you eaten from the tree that I commanded you not to eat from?”.

      
        
        Genesis 3:9-11 (NIV)

      

      

      

      Remember when you were a kid and your mom told you not to do something? Of course, the temptation was simply too great, and you went ahead and did it anyway. And, of course, there were consequences. There always are…

      When being a superhero was outlawed in The Incredibles, did that stop Mr. Incredible? Uh…no. Mild mannered and oh-so-bored Bob Parr appears to be your typical middle-income husband in his white-collar job with a wife and three kids and a mortgage. But nighttime shows another side of Mr. Parr.

      Bob and his best friend, Lucius Best, aka Frozone, lurk in alleyways and listen to the police scanner in hopes of reliving their glory days by being vigilantes. This, of course, results in them being relocated yet again in the Superhero Protection Program.

      Bob’s kids aren’t much better when his wife, Helen – aka Elastigirl – charters a plane to find her husband only to discover that the two older ones have stowed away on the plane when she’d told them to stay home and watch their baby brother.

      This incredibly epic family had trouble doing what they were told to do.

      Then there’s pirate Captain Barbosa and the crew of the Black Pearl, cursed for all eternity to appear human by day but transform to skeleton-form by moonlight, all because one of them had to keep a cursed gold coin…

      And speaking of gold, what about the one condition when Jafar tricked Aladdin into going deep into the Cave of Wonders to retrieve the magic lamp?

      “Touch nothing but the lamp...”13, 14

      Aladdin, it seemed, was cool with that. Abu the monkey, on the other hand, simply could not resist that big, sparkly ruby.

      God has given us a list of rules to live by. The Ten Commandments give us every parameter we need to live a clean and godly life.

      

      
        	You shall have no other gods before me.

        	You shall not bow down and worship graven idols.

        	You shall not use the name of the Lord in vain.

        	Remember the Sabbath and keep it holy.

        	Honor your father and your mother.

        	You shall not murder.

        	You shall not commit adultery.

        	You shall not steal.

        	You shall not give false testimony against your neighbor.

        	You shall not covet your neighbor’s house, wife, servants, or anything that belongs to your neighbor.

      

      

      Jesus tells us in Mark 12:30-31 (NIV) that all of these  are now in the New Covenant – the new commandment – “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your mind and with all your soul and with all your strength.’ The second is this: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’ There are no greater commandments than these.”

      Sounds simple enough. But temptation always seems to creep in when we least expect it, beckoning us to bend the rules just a little.

      Jesus is willing to stand beside you always as you deal with temptation. He himself taught us to ask God to “deliver us from evil.”

      Every hero needs a little help sometimes. And God is more than willing to deliver.

      All we’ve got to do is ask.

      

      What temptations are leading you astray?

      

      What have you heard Jesus say when you ask him to help you avoid temptation?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY

          An Epic is Always Good vs. Evil. ALWAYS.

        

      

    

    
      But the one who indulges in a sinful life is of the devil, because the devil has been sinning from the beginning. The reason the Son of God was revealed was to undo and destroy the works of the devil.

      
        
        John 3:8 (TPT)

      

      

      

      I had a professor in college who ended the class every time with these words: “Remember – there are no blacks, no whites, no absolutes. Only shades of grey…”

      Truer words were never spoken. Yeah, at the ripe old age of nineteen, I thought it nothing more than a trite quip by some old dude at the end of his class. Nearly fifty years later, I can still hear his words ringing in my ears.

      As a writer, if there is no conflict, there is no story. Truly, it’s as simple as that. And perhaps the professor was right, in that there are as many shades of grey as there are points between a character who is truly good and a character who has the needle buried on the evil scale. But at this point in the game, let’s boil it down to the bare bones of Good vs. Evil.

      I met a man whose biggest literary regret was letting Christian friends shame him into selling his leather-bound first edition of The Lord of the Rings. How sad! They’d told him that it was an evil story and that he shouldn’t even have it in his house. How unfortunate that they’d misinterpreted the classic tale of Good vs. Evil, especially since its author was a staunch Catholic who was responsible for his friend, C.S. Lewis’s conversion from atheism to Christianity.

      It’s been said that J.R.R. Tolkien used his imagination to deal with the horrors of war he’d witnessed, using many of them as inspiration for the heroes’ battles with the Orcs and Trolls.  Seeing the absolute worst humanity had to offer, it’s no wonder that The Two Towers seems like nothing but a solid two-plus hours of incredibly graphic battle scenes.

      What LOTR can be boiled down to is the good guys’ quest to destroy the Ring so the bad guys can’t use it to control Middle Earth. And truly, is it any different than Christ’s conflict with the devil?

      In Matthew 4 (TPT), we read, “All of these kingdoms I will give to you,” the accuser said, “if only you will kneel down before me and worship me.”

      But Jesus said, “Go away, Satan! For the Scriptures say:

      

      
        
        Kneel before the Lord your God

        and worship only him.”

      

      

      

      At once the accuser left him, and angels suddenly gathered around Jesus to minister to his needs.

      Very often in any epic tale, evil is disguised for a good part of the story, waiting until the climactic denouement to reveal itself. Other times, the evil one makes themselves known to the hero as they give chase to or antagonize the heck out of them. And, thankfully, it’s a rare epic that gives the enemy the win. (That usually only happens if we’re setting things up for a sequel. You know us evil authors!)

      Have you encountered evil in your life? I hope not. If you have, how have you handled it?

      Christ is more than willing to stand in the gap with us each and every time we are confronted by any degree of evil that the enemy may throw our way. He, too, experienced temptation as a human, and was strong enough to overcome it.

      He’ll share that strength with you.

      Any time you need him.

      Call out to Jesus, and he’ll battle Evil with you…

      

      Where has evil shown its face in your life?

      

      In what ways has Christ shown himself when you’ve been tempted or faced evil full on?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-ONE

          Saints and Sinners and the God of Second Chances

        

      

    

    
      It is true that some preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. The latter do so out of love, knowing that I am put here for the defense of the gospel. The former preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not sincerely, supposing that they can stir up trouble for me while I am in chains. But what does it matter? The important thing is that in every way, whether from false motives or true, Christ is preached. And because of this I rejoice.

      
        
        Philippians 1:15-18 (NIV)

      

      

      

      As with any decent epic worth its salt, there’s always a battle between Good and Evil, and there are always Saints and Sinners. Very often, however, the lines can be blurred between the two.

      I read an interesting article during lockdown that really stuck with me. It was a very candid interview with a woman who was a former CIA agent. While I can’t remember the rest of the article, I can tell you exactly what the gem at the center of it was: No matter how bad the “bad guy” is, you have to remember that he sees himself as a “good guy.”

      Say whaaaaaaa?

      It had me scratching my head until I gave it some thought. And very often, we find ourselves rooting for what some would consider the “bad guys,” depending on which lens we are viewing them through.

      For example, we’re obviously rooting for the rebels to blow up the Empire’s Death Star in the Star Wars saga. We’re rooting for Neo and the humans of Zion who are fighting to defeat Agent Smith and his horde of clones in The Matrix. And we’re definitely rooting for the holder of the misbegotten Ring and the Fellowship…after all, isn’t Sauron the rightful owner of the Ring and just wants it returned? Yeah, right…

      But the Alliance Rebels are blowing up the Death Star and battle cruisers and tie fighters. And Neo and Morpheus and Trinity are trying to bring down the entire system. And Frodo chooses to keep the ring because, well, he’s fallen under its spell, or so it would seem...

      All depends on how you look at it. And isn’t it the same with each of our lives?

      It was May of 2009. I’d been out of work since the first of the year, having walked away from my position as Director of Spiritual Growth at Eden Church. For about a year, I’d dealt with situations and people’s behavior that were beyond my control and had finally reached the point where I had to make a decision.

      Frustrated, I took the time to dump it all out in front of Jesus and asked him, What do I do with this?

      I’ll take care of it, was his answer. So, I walked away.

      As the hero of my own epic tale, I wandered out from the safety of working in “The Bubble” of the church into the wide world of all things secular. I went into sales, and it didn’t take long for me to discover that I am not good at sales at all.

      But ministry? I could do that.

      Long story short, I ministered to more people on the floor of the furniture store I worked for than I had in my last five years at the church. Life was good!

      After the furniture store came a stint with an ad agency, and for awhile, that was my “dream job” – work from home, they said. It’ll be fun, they said…

      It was great, until the dream job became a gilded cage, one that I could rarely escape. Before long, I was frustrated and angry, a bad combination that left me in a place where I scarcely recognized myself. Though I had been no saint to begin with, I was treading dangerously close to the sinners’ encampment.

      What happened to the dream job? Welp, after seeing two scriptures in Worship that basically told me to walk away from the job (Yep, God says, Now is the time to exit the job – exit here!), I chickened out and began to backpedal.

      What’s truly funny about this is that I’d told my boss at the ad agency the same thing I’d told my boss at the furniture store: I’ll stay until God tells me to go, or until God tells you to tell me it’s time for me to go.

      I’d made good on my promise and left the furniture store when God told me to go. I left the ad agency when God told my boss to tell me it was time to go.

      So, following the retirement of Pastor Jim and the arrival of Pastor Tammy, I found God calling me back to Eden. From March 1 to November 1, 2019, I gladly brought to bear the marketing and social media skills I’d picked up while I was “out in the world” and wielded them at Eden on a volunteer basis to re-create the outward digital face of Eden Church.

      I tell you this not to puff myself up, or say, Look at what I did! Aren’t I great?

      I share this with you to make one point I know beyond a shadow of a doubt to be absolutely true: I am living proof that our God is the God of second chances, and redemption is available to each and every one of us, Saints and Sinners alike!

      All of the knowledge and skills I’d acquired while working away from Eden became relevant and essential survival skills when 2020 rolled in and reared its ugly head. During lockdown, I took the opportunity to rebuild the church website and build our Church Center App while keeping everyone connected through social media and email. It seemed certain that God had put me through all that I’d experienced in my time away for what lay in wait for Eden during 2020 and 2021.

      Had I let my pride get in my way, or had I chosen to seek out a job that paid more, I don’t know how things would be going for me now. But I know that God has placed me back at Eden for a purpose, and I will once again stay until He tells me where to go next.

      There’s redemption for all of us, Saints and Sinners alike. And I’m betting we all fall on different spots on that spectrum depending on the day. But I also know that God will give us a second chance if we’re willing to pay attention to his call.

      

      What situations in your life have put you close to the Sinners’ encampment?

      

      Where do you see God offering you a second chance?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-TWO

          Ulterior Motives

        

      

    

    
      When you ask, you do not receive, because you ask with wrong motives, that you may spend what you get on your pleasures.

      And if you ask, you won’t receive it for you’re asking with corrupt motives, seeking only to fulfill your own selfish desires.

      
        
        James 4:3 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Trust is a rare and precious commodity these days. And the same is true in any epic tale when colorful personalities are involved. Take, for example, Captain Jack Sparrow of Pirates of the Caribbean fame. He’s a pirate, of course, so one would guess that he is the last person on earth you could trust. And you’d be right.

      But Jack would argue that you can trust him. You can trust him, that is, until you can’t…

      In Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest, Jack is visited by Bootstrap Bill Turner, long-dead former crew member of Jack’s and father to handsome young Will Turner. Bill warns Jack that the deal he struck with Davy Jones to raise his sunken ship, the Black Pearl, has come due and Jack must now join Jones’s cursed crew aboard the Flying Dutchman or be dragged to Davy Jones’s Locker at the bottom of the ocean by the Kraken.

      In an attempt to get out of paying his debt to Jones, Jack consults Tia Dalma, a voodoo priestess who shares that Jones’s weakness is his heart, which he keeps in a locked chest. Jack enlists Will to help retrieve the key to said chest, all the while intending for Will to take his place to settle Jack’s debt with Jones.

      Later, on Isla Cruces where the chest is buried, Jack, Will, and former Commodore James Norrington have a three-way sword fight for the chest, with each man having their own reasons for wanting the chest that holds the heart of Davy Jones.

      Jack wants to cancel his debt with Jones and avoid the Kraken.

      Will wants to free his father from the Flying Dutchman.

      And Norrington wants to resume his career as a naval officer.

      All three have motives for wanting the chest. Will’s would probably be considered the more noble of the three. But each of these characters was determined to take the chest and would stop at nothing to get it.

      Sometimes we’re tempted to do something that bears the outward appearance of being a selfless act. But what if we’ve got ulterior motives? What’s in it for us? And further than that, who’s liable to get hurt in the fallout?

      Let’s face it – no hero in any epic is perfect. They all have their flaws, and so do we. We’d be less than truthful if we said we didn’t have our own best interests at the top of our list.

      The scripture above tells us that we’ll not receive what we’re asking for if our motives are corrupt.

      God wants to bless us. We just have to go to Him with a clean heart.

      

      Have you ever done a good deed with ulterior motives in mind?

      

      Were the tables ever turned?

      

      How did it make you feel?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-THREE

          The Plot Twist You Didn’t See Coming…

        

      

    

    
      Then she (Mary Magdalene) turned around to leave, and there was Jesus standing in front of her, but she didn’t realize that it was him!

      He said to her, “Dear woman, why are you crying? Who are you looking for?”

      Mary answered, thinking he was only the gardener, “Sir, if you have taken his body somewhere else, tell me, and I will go and…”

      “Mary,” Jesus interrupted her.

      Turning to face him, she said, “Rabboni!” (Aramaic for “My teacher!”)

      
        
        John 20:14-16 (TPT)

      

      

      

      The only thing more thrilling than experiencing a plot twist as a reader or viewer is experiencing a plot twist as a writer. As the reader, you don’t have any forethought with regards to the twist, it just happens, and you enjoy the ride. Sometimes authors attempt to devise a plot twist, but on occasion authors, such as myself, are surprised when the plot twist in our own epic novels reveal themselves to us as though we were the reader or viewer instead of the author.

      The most brilliant plot twist I’ve ever had the pleasure of witnessing was in the final episode of the Harry Potter movie series.

      As we draw near the climax of Harry Potter and the Deathly Hallows – Part 2, Harry and his friends race against time to locate the Horcruxes and destroy Voldemort. As Hogwarts is under siege by Voldemort’s evil forces, Harry sees into Voldemort’s mind and learns that his snake, Nagini, is the final Horcrux that he must destroy.

      Hiding in the boathouse, Harry, Ron, and Hermione overhear Voldemort tell Professor Severus Snape that the Elder Wand will not serve Voldemort, but Snape, because it was Snape who killed Professor Dumbledore, the previous owner of the Elder Wand. The snake then viciously attacks Snape. As Snape lays dying, he gives Harry one of his memories in a tear.

      Snapes’s dying words to Harry are, “You have your mother’s eyes.”15, 16

      Harry takes the memory and views it in the Pensieve in Dumbledore’s quarters. It is then that Harry learns that his father, James, bullied Snape when they were youths, and that Snape, in fact, loved Harry’s mother, Lily. Following Lily’s death at the hands of Voldemort, Snape worked with Dumbledore as a double agent among the Death Eaters in order to protect Harry from Voldemort.

      Harry also learns that Dumbledore was dying and planned for Snape to kill him so as to become the master of the Elder Wand. While Harry believed that his father had sent the Patronus doe to rescue him and lead him to the Gryffindor sword, it was actually Snape who conjured it.

      What makes this plot twist so incredibly brilliant is that all the while throughout the story, Snape behaves as though he hates Harry, often to the point of being cruel. And while it’s easy to see that the professor would treat him as such because he resembled his father, Snape’s dying words reveal it all: Harry had his mother’s eyes.

      Now, for anyone even remotely familiar with the story of Jesus and the resulting Easter story, the resurrection is not exactly a surprise to us anymore. But imagine how that becomes an incredible plot twist to someone who has never heard the story and thinks Jesus was “just another man.”

      Any logical human knows people don’t come back from the dead.

      But when have the parameters of logic ever applied to God Almighty?

      

      Do you remember the first time you heard the story of Jesus’ resurrection? How did it make you feel?

      

      Is there someone you know whom God is inviting you to share Jesus’ story with?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-FOUR

          Deception – When Good Mentors Go Bad

        

      

    

    
      In the past there arose false prophets among God’s people, just as there will continue to be false teachers who will secretly infiltrate in your midst to divide you, bringing them their destructive heresies. They will even deny the Master, who paid the price for them, bringing swift destruction on themselves. Many will follow immoral lifestyles. Because of these corrupt false teachers, the way of truth will be slandered. They are only out for themselves, ready to exploit you for their own gain through their cunning arguments. Their condemnation has been a long time coming. But their destruction does not slumber or sit idly by, for it is sure to come.

      
        
        2 Peter 2:1-3 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Any writer will tell you a good mentor is worth their weight in gold. Whether it’s on the page or in real life, mentors can become the parent we never had, or the teacher who pours their knowledge into us selflessly, or even a source of financial support that we could never repay. The closer the relationship and the mentor’s aspirations for the mentee’s success in life, the better. But also, the more heartbreaking when their betrayal is revealed.

      Iron Man Tony Stark was betrayed by his longtime mentor, Obadiah Stane, who stepped up for Tony when his parents died. However, Stane secretly sought to control Stark Industries and even went so far as to hire terrorists to assassinate Tony. And when that didn’t work, Obadiah himself tried to kill Tony, but was defeated by Tony in the end.

      In Star Wars: Revenge of the Sith, Anakin seeks counsel from Chancellor Palpatine, whose knowledge of the Force and political aspirations make him a worthy mentor, or so Anakin believes. Anakin becomes fearful of losing his beloved Padme when he has visions of her dying in childbirth. Already disenchanted with the Jedi Council and their lack of confidence in him, Anakin turns to Palpatine for advice.

      The young Jedi soon learns that the chancellor is actually a Sith Lord. But instead of rebelling against his new-found mentor’s evil ways, Anakin accepts Palpatine’s invitation to turn to the Dark Side in order to save his wife.

      Palpatine’s betrayal of the Jedi and the Republic is repugnant, but pales in comparison to Anakin’s actions under Palpatine. The young Jedi has taken on the Sith moniker of Darth Vader upon turning to the Dark Side, and singlehandedly massacres all of the younglings in the Jedi Temple. This makes the mentor’s turn to evil doubly devastating.

      In Doctor Strange, the sorcerer Kaecilius steals an ancient mystical text and seeks out the evil Dormammu who resides in the Dark Dimension to gain eternal life. In his training, Strange discovers the ancient text stolen by Kaecilius and learns to control time with the Eye of Agamotto and break the laws of nature.

      Strange soon discovers that the Ancient One had been drawing her powers and long life from Dormammu all along. Her loyal follower, Mordo, is disillusioned by her lie and as the three battle Kaecillius in the Mirror Realm, the Ancient One is mortally wounded.

      As she lay dying, the Ancient One’s spirit speaks with that of Doctor Strange, warning him that he, too, will have to bend the rules in order to defeat Kaecillius.

      God places mentors in our lives to teach us things. Very often, those lesson are valuable, teaching us how to better ourselves in life. But the lessons taught by their betrayal, though bittersweet, can be just as valuable. And, no, it’s not the lesson that people in general can’t be trusted.

      Instead, it’s that we are given the gift of discernment by God for a reason, and like the Force, we should be forever mindful of it.

      

      Do you have a mentor in your life? How have they helped you?

      

      Has God called you to be a mentor to someone? How has he equipped you to better help them grow?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-FIVE

          Betrayal – What the Hell Just Happened?

        

      

    

    
      It wasn’t an enemy who taunted me.

      If it was my enemy, filled with pride and hatred,

      then I could have endured it. I would have just run away.

      But it was you, my intimate friend – one like a brother to me.

      It was you, my advisor, the companion

      I walked with and worked with!

      We once had sweet fellowship with each other.

      We worshiped in unity as one,

      celebrating together with God’s people.

      
        
        Psalm 55:12-14 (NIV)

      

      

      

      It always happens, and truly, even though you see it with your own eyes, you never want to believe it. It hurts too much. After all that time you’ve invested in reading that terrific epic fantasy or fully immersing yourself in that summer blockbuster on the big screen! You get to know the hero and those around them, their friends and mentors who are as close as family…it’s such a great part of the experience. You form a bond with the characters – all of them – and for a brief time, it’s as though you, too, are part of their epic.

      And then it hits – the betrayal you never saw coming.

      Cypher, one of Morpheus’s trusted team members in The Matrix, appears to be your typical loyal secondary character who is there for muscle and fire power. Upon figuring out he has zero chance of any kind of romance with Trinity as she is drawn to Neo, Cypher meets with Agent Smith in the Matrix and makes plans to betray Neo and the others as he enjoys a delicious steak.

      His conditions in exchange for killing them all? That he’ll be able to resume his life within the Matrix, be rich, important – maybe an actor. He also wants everything about Morpheus, Neo, and Trinity erased from his memory, and that he would especially forget that life within the Matrix isn’t real…

      And who could forget Sir Patrick Morgan of the Supreme War Council in Wonder Woman? Steve Trevor and Diana Prince (Wonder Woman) take Dr. Maru’s evil notebook to him in an attempt to stop the war. When Steve’s commanders forbid him to act, Morgan secretly funds their mission to the front. It is later, at the secret German base housing the deadly nerve gas, that Wonder Woman discovers that Sir Patrick is really Ares, the god of war, whom she has been seeking to destroy and has been behind every human war throughout time.

      Betrayal hurts. And it especially hurts when it’s someone close to you, someone you trust with your heart…with your very life. Jesus himself was betrayed by Judas, who was given thirty pieces of silver to rat him out to the Sanhedrin. And even though Jesus knew it would be Judas who betrayed him, he still took time to share one last meal with him.

      Does this mean we should keep people at arm’s length our whole lives? Does it mean we can never truly trust anyone?

      No, not at all.

      Loving and trusting humans are a big part of the experience – it’s why we’re here! Now, that’s not to say we trust everybody and then just let them walk all over us. In Matthew 10:16 (TPT), Jesus tells us, “Now, remember, it is I who sends you out, even though you feel vulnerable as lambs going into a pack of wolves. So be as shrewd as snakes yet as harmless as doves.”

      God gives us that gut feeling for a reason. Intuition is one of the instincts that has kept us alive as a species for eons. We’d be silly to ignore it. But even the most shrewd among us experience betrayal. How do we handle it?

      With grace. And kindness. And most of all, with love. Pray for them, then turn them over to God.

      

      How have you handled betrayal in the past?

      

      Who are you praying the love, mercy, and grace of Jesus Christ over today?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-SIX

          Giving Up – Feelings of Unworthiness Return…

        

      

    

    
      Your hearts can soar with joyful gratitude when you think of how God made you worthy to receive the glorious inheritance freely given to us by living in the light. He has rescued us completely from the tyrannical rule of darkness and has translated us into the kingdom realm of his beloved Son. For in the Son all our sins are canceled and we have the release of redemption through his very blood.

      
        
        Colossians 1:12-14 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Nearly every epic hero who comes from humble beginnings believes themselves to be unworthy, especially in the beginning. But then things get crazy, and with some measure of success in battling through the challenges sent their way, said hero becomes confident in their new-found skills and/or powers.

      But then something tragic happens – somebody gets killed, or something blows up, or the bottom falls out of life in general – and suddenly, the hero goes back to their former beliefs about themselves. That they are useless. Nothing special. Unworthy of any success or power over their own life, much less anybody else’s. Heck, they can’t even get the dream job…the beautiful girl…the (insert-great-thing-they-long-for-here) because they deem themselves unworthy of having the good things in life.

      Take, for example, young Dave Stulter in The Sorcerer’s Apprentice. The ten-year old stumbles into an antique store while on a field trip and inadvertently is discovered to be the “Prime Merlinian,” heir to the powers of Merlin the magician by shop owner Balthazar who had been Merlin’s apprentice centuries before. Through a series of mishaps, Dave accidentally releases the evil Mr. Horvath, who has been plotting to steal Merlin’s powers for centuries.

      Fast forward ten years…Dave is now in college and infatuated with Becky, the girl whom he’s had a crush on since fourth grade. He’s a brilliant physics student who’s dealt with bullying, self-doubt, and psychiatric issues since his encounter with Balthazar and Horvath in the antique shop, and pretty much keeps to himself. Then one day, Balthazar shows up and enlists Dave’s help to retrieve the Grimhold to keep Horvath from releasing his evil cohort, Morgana, on the world.

      After learning magic, Dave begins to gain confidence, but when things go horribly wrong and Dave believes he’s nothing special, he walks away from magic, leaving Balthazar to battle Horvath and Morgana alone. Of course, Dave comes through when things go south for Balthazar, and uses physics and his newly advanced powers to save the day.

      Even Neo in The Matrix, for example, gets sucked into Morpheus’s belief that he is “the One,” and fully embraces his power over his mind and starts to truly believe it. Then things go sideways and once again, Neo doubts himself. “I’m not the One,” he tells Trinity.17, 18

      Self-doubt gets in our way when things go wrong, and we even can begin to question our path in life and our goals. All Dave wanted was a “normal” life – one without bullies and neuroses and psychiatrists. Who can blame him? For most of us, that’s probably the goal. But when things go sideways, it’s easy to think that we don’t even deserve that.

      Know that God has blessings planned for you that you can’t even begin to imagine! Just because you haven’t come up with it yet doesn’t mean it’s impossible. For example, when I was in college and studying for my degree in Industrial Illustration Technology, the internet wasn’t even a thing. (I know, right?!)

      We studied drafting on a drafting board with pencils and paper, isometric illustration with technical pens and vellum, and typography with press type. Press type!!! We were just on the leading edge of computer aided drafting and thought we were big time. But over the past twenty years, I’ve become adept at building and maintaining websites and the internet is a crucial part of my communications role within the church. I could have never imagined my job morphing into something so amazing! But this is what God had planned for me all along.

      Remember: regardless of whatever setbacks, roadblocks, or disappointments you’ve experienced, know that you are worthy of the blessings God has in store for you. Especially those that you can’t even imagine!

      

      What disappointments have you experienced where you doubted yourself and your worth?

      

      How do you see God intervening in your life today to bless you in ways you haven’t even imagined?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-SEVEN

          Doing Battle with the Enemy

        

      

    

    
      For although we live in the natural realm, we don’t wage a military campaign employing human weapons, using manipulation to achieve our aims. Instead, our spiritual weapons are energized with divine power to effectively dismantle the defenses behind which people hide. We can demolish every deceptive fantasy that opposes God and break through every arrogant attitude that is raised up in defiance of the true knowledge of God. We capture, like prisoners of war, every thought and insist that it bow in obedience to the Anointed One.

      
        
        2 Corinthians 10:3-5 (TPT)

      

      

      

      I have a confession to make - I love a good epic picture, but honestly, I find the battle scenes to be utterly exhausting.

      Used to I could sit through hours of that – did, in fact, while watching The Lord of the Rings movies. I’ve seen that series a number of times over the years, and in spite of my love for the films, I can only tell you one thing about The Two Towers. Well, two things, actually.

      
        	It’s the second movie in the series, and

        	There is a lot of fighting over the course of the film. A lot of fighting…

      

      

      Maybe it’s that I’m more mature in age and don’t need all that violence for it to be a good story. Or, perhaps, it’s that I’m growing more gentile with age. (Stop laughing, Tammy.) Whatever the case, even though it wears me out, as an author I know exactly how important it is for the hero to battle the enemy. Aside from the quest, that’s the most important element in the tale, and by battling the enemy, the hero is able to complete his or her quest.

      In The Matrix series, each time Neo, Morpheus, Trinity and the others venture into the Matrix, they are pursued by and do battle with Agent Smith. An evil program that is embedded in the Matrix, Agent Smith is designed to police and protect the Matrix and has the ability to take over any person and transform them into another Agent Smith to continue his pursuit of the heroes.

      The fight scenes, while incredibly choreographed and executed, are harrowing. By the end of The Matrix Revolutions, there are thousands of Agent Smiths all standing ready to take over should Neo manage to defeat Agent Smith in their cataclysmic battle. After much smashing of each other and their surroundings in a torrential downpour, Neo comes to realize that he and Smith are evenly matched. It is then that he chooses to allow Smith to assimilate him, turning him into another Agent Smith.

      What comes next is a parallel to Christ’s sacrifice as Neo instructs the machines that placed him in the Matrix with Agent Smith to surge energy into his body in the real world. Neo’s Agent body begins to crack, until it can no longer contain the light energy within. Agent Smith is angered to see this, which is followed by the same energy surge destroying all other Agent Smiths and the original one as well. In the end, Neo’s sacrifice causes a total reboot of the Matrix, bringing about a lasting era of peace.

      Sometimes we are called to battle the enemy for the sake of others. Though no one wants to do battle – we are, after all, a peace-loving group of souls – it is sometimes necessary on a spiritual level when the benefit of others is at stake.

      What weapons do we have in our arsenal? The divinely energized weapon that is prayer! We are surrounded by a Heavenly army of angels, ready to assist us in battle.

      Let us take up our weapons and stand in the company of angelic warriors.

      

      Where are you being called into battle with the enemy?

      

      Who are the Prayer Warriors in your life who can offer you assistance in your battles?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-EIGHT

          The Battle for Your Very Soul

        

      

    

    
      Put on God’s complete set of armor provided for us, so that you will be protected as you fight against the evil strategies of the accuser! Your hand-to-hand combat is not with human beings, but with the highest principalities and authorities operating in rebellion under the heavenly realms. For they are a powerful class of demon-gods and evil spirits that hold this dark world in bondage.

      
        
        Ephesians 6:11-12 (TPT)

      

      

      

      In the scripture above, we are called to put on God’s complete armor to protect ourselves from all manner of evil that might come our way. This is for one reason: in spite of what you see in this world, there is a spiritual battle for your soul raging every single day.

      Every. Single. Day.

      Why is your soul so important? We’ve seen it countless times in movies throughout the years…the Sanderson sisters, the three witches in Hocus Pocus, retain their youthfulness by sucking the souls out of children; the Dementors in Harry Potter, who seek to steal any joy or good memories from their victims, culminating in fully stealing what’s left of their soul; and the Dweller-in-Darkness and its soul eaters who deceived Shang-Chi’s father and threatened to destroy the mystical heavenly realm Ta Lo in Marvel’s Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings.

      I think probably the most disturbing aspect of Jurassic World: The Fallen Kingdom is when heroes Owen Grady and Claire Dearing make a startling discovery. Trapped in the mansion of Sir Benjamin Lockwood (which is, of course, filled with carnivorous dinosaurs) the pair happen upon Lockwood’s orphaned granddaughter, Maisie. Lockwood was partners with John Hammond, owner of Jurassic Park, and the pair were responsible for financing the creation of the dinosaurs.

      It’s when Owen throws a wrench into greedy dinosaur dealer Eli Millis’s auction that the dinosaurs escape (well, of course they do) and proceed to eat the guests that were formerly bidding on them. Owen and Claire and Maisie must then to decide whether to allow the dinosaurs to perish when tanks of hydrogen cyanide begin to leak or to set them free.

      Owen and Claire are stunned when they realize that Maisie, too, was created using the same cloning technique as the dinosaurs with DNA from Lockwood’s deceased daughter. It was for this reason that John Hammond, who opposed human cloning, ended his business relationship with Lockwood. In the end, it is Maisie who decides to set them free, noting that they deserve to live because the dinosaurs are just like her.

      The thing I found so disturbing is rooted in what little I understand about cloning. More to the point, the ethical questions the process begs, namely: Does a cloned human have a soul?

      From all outward appearances, Maisie looks to be a normal twelve-year old girl. She loves her “grandpa,” she’s curious about Eli’s duplicitous behavior, and she’s terrified when she becomes the dinosaur’s prey. But, it’s the question of whether or not she has a soul that is so haunting.

      Why is it that evil beings seek to steal the hero’s soul?

      It is because the Soul is the part of us that is closest to God. It is the part of us that is holy and needs to be treated as such.

      It is also an acronym that perfectly describes the nature of our SOUL: our Source Of Unconditional Love.

      It is the part of us that is most like God. It is the part of us that is truly made in God’s image, the part that is most able to love others as God loves us.

      For those reasons, we must protect it at all costs.

      Don’t corrupt it, don’t neglect it, don’t sell it to the enemy for any price.

      It is worth far more than you realize…

      

      What activities make your Soul joyful?

      

      What dangers and challenges to your soul has Jesus helped you overcome in your life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day TWENTY-NINE

          The Near-Death Experience – Dying to Ourselves

        

      

    

    
      My old identity has been co-crucified with Christ and no longer lives. And now the essence of this new life is no longer mine, for the Anointed One lives his life through me – we live in union as one! My new life is empowered by the faith of the Son of God who loves me so much that he gave himself for me, dispensing his life into mine!

      
        
        Galatians 2:20 (TPT)

      

      

      

      We humans are flawed individuals, primarily because we allow ourselves to be guided by one thing: our egos.

      Ego is the Latin word for “I,” and is understood simply to represent one’s own measure of self-worth. The more frequent use of sentences that begin with “I,” the bigger the ego. If this is you, perhaps others might say that you’re quite full of yourself. But as Timepiercer Jesse Elder would say, “Who else should I be full of?”19

      In the Marvel movie, Black Panther, Prince T’Challa is set to become king of Wakanda following the death of his father. In order to do so, he must first defeat M’Baku of the Jabari tribe who steps into his right to challenge for the crown. Following a heated ceremonial battle atop a waterfall, T’Challa wins.

      Following the battle, T’Challa must ingest a concoction from a glowing, heart-shaped herb and be buried in sand by children as he literally dies to himself. He awakens in the Land of the Dead, where other kings before him reside as Black Panthers in the tree. There, he speaks to his father, King T’Chaka, who reassures him that he is more than ready to be King of Wakanda.

      T’Challa then awakens with the full superpowers of the Black Panther, and takes his rightful place as King of Wakanda. The process not only brings physical strength to the king, but wisdom as well. He carries his father’s spirit with him so that he can make good choices for their people.

      Our ego is what makes us reactionary. When our feelings are hurt, or when we are angered or feel wronged by something or someone, it’s our ego that spurs us to react. Very often, our ego demands “an eye for an eye,” which rarely ends well.

      It is also our ego that sometimes spurs us to do good. Unfortunately, when we do it for the praise and accolades, we do it for the wrong reasons, no matter how good the act may be.

      One benefit of dying to oneself is that by setting the ego aside and allowing yourself to become an observer of all that you feel, you are better able to sort through your emotions surrounding the situation and then respond accordingly, so as not to further enflame the circumstances.

      In Ephesians 4:26-29 (TPT), Paul tells us, “…don’t let the passion of your emotions lead you to sin! Don’t let anger control you or be fuel for revenge, not even for a day. Don’t give the slanderous accuser, the Devil, an opportunity to manipulate you! If any one of you has stolen from someone else, never do it again. Instead, be industrious, earning an honest living, and then you’ll have enough to bless those in need.

      “And never let ugly or hateful words come from your mouth, but instead let your words become beautiful gifts that encourage others; do this by speaking words of grace to help them.”

      Take some time to think back to how you reacted to something that hurt you deeply. Go back to that time in your mind, remember the situation and observe it as an impartial judge. Then invite Jesus to sit with you as you decide how you might better handle it today.

      He’ll be glad to sit with you. Take all the time you need…

      

      What aspects of yourself do you need to set aside and allow yourself to die to?

      

      What benefit do you see in learning to respond rather than react to painful situations?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY

          Making a Sacrifice – What is God Asking of You?

        

      

    

    
      Beloved friends, what should be our proper response to God’s marvelous mercies? To surrender to God to be his sacred, living sacrifices. And live in holiness, experiencing all that delights his heart. For this becomes your genuine expression of worship.

      
        
        Romans 11:12 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Any good hero worth his salt is literally willing to die for his friends. It’s when those they care most about are in mortal danger that any sense of self-preservation takes a distant backseat to keeping those they love safe.

      Throughout the Star Trek series and movies, we see Captain James T. Kirk’s same selfless devotion, not only to his friends, but to his entire ship and crew. One could accurately say that in both the original series and reboot of Star Trek, Kirk’s love for his ship, the Enterprise, is greater than for anything or anyone else…including himself. Time and time again we saw Kirk willing to sacrifice himself to ensure the safety of his ship, his crew, and his closest friends.

      Without a doubt, there is no greater sacrifice in the Star Trek universe than in Star Trek II: The Wrath of Kahn. In order to get the Enterprise out of the blast zone as twentieth-century madman Kahn Noonien Singh begins the countdown to detonation of the Genesis device, Mr. Spock must get the warp core back online. But in order to do so, he must expose himself to a lethal dose of radiation. The Enterprise and her crew are saved, but the cost is Spock’s life.

      Then there’s the Star Trek: Into Darkness reboot (which I just knew I was gonna hate because, well, no one can play my heroes better than the originals!), after introducing actor Chris Pine as Captain Kirk in the first Star Trek reboot movie (okay, the kid’s actually pretty good…), they had the audacity to take the Kahn storyline, tweak it, and totally change the ending. Totally!

      Yes, the sacrifice is still there, but this time it’s Pine’s Captain Kirk instead of Mr. Spock who gets the warp core drive back online and, in doing so, dies from radiation while saving the Enterprise and her crew.

      I know, I know…tomato, tomahto. It’s not a big deal. Some of you younger folks who only know Chris Pine to be Captain Kirk are probably going, What’s the big deal? Why’s she going off the rails about this?

      Now, one could argue that Kirk’s sacrifice was greater because, as captain of the Enterprise, he’s responsible for the safety and wellbeing of all aboard her. All of them, whether he truly cared about them personally or not. But it was Mr. Spock’s death in The Wrath of Kahn that is especially poignant because it was his wish to spare his dearest friend’s life and beloved ship and crew.

      Regardless of which camp you’re in in terms of which is the greater sacrifice, you have to admit that both are indisputably epic.

      Jesus tells us in John 15:13 (NIV), “Greater love has no one than this: to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”

      “I never took the Kobayashi Maru ‘til now. What do you think of my solution?” Spock asks before sinking to the floor, leaning against the protective glass between the two friends and uttering his final words.

      “I have been, and always shall be, your friend. Live long and prosper.” 20, 21

      Truly, no greater love…

      Sometimes the sacrifice we’re asked to make is not our life, but perhaps setting aside something we want in order to benefit others. These types of heroic measures are no less valued in the eyes of God when the right intentions are in play, and they are motivated by love.

      

      Who in your life would you sacrifice your own wants and needs to assure their happiness?

      

      Is there anyone who has made that same type of sacrifice for you? Take a moment to pause and thank God again for their love for you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-ONE

          Miracles and Wonders

        

      

    

    
      So now, Lord, listen to their threats to harm us. Empower us, as your servants, to speak the word of God freely and courageously. Stretch out your hand of power through us to heal and to move in signs and wonders by the name of your holy Son, Jesus!

      
        
        Acts 4:29-31 (TPT)

      

      

      

      One of my all-time favorite epics is the cult classic, The Princess Bride. Aside from the fact that it’s hilarious and tends to poke fun at epics in general (though not as much as Robin Hood: Men in Tights), it’s got all the elements of a true epic tale.

      Young Buttercup delights in teasing Westley the farm boy, who works on her farm. As time goes on, however, Buttercup’s heart softens toward him and they fall in love. It is then that Westley decides to go out in the world and make his fortune so that they can be married. Unfortunately, Westley’s ship falls prey to the Dread Pirate Roberts, who never takes prisoners, and Westley is never heard from again.

      Fast forward past the Fire Swamp (from Day Eight) to now-Princess Buttercup’s pleas to her fiancé, Prince Humperdinck, to contact Westley (whom we now know to be the Dread Pirate Roberts) and have him return to her, lest she do herself in. While Humperdinck says he’ll do as she wishes, he’s already captured Westley and is set to torture him. In a jealous rage, he hurries to where Westley is being held captive and tortures him to death.

      Meanwhile, Inigo Montoya (Hello. My name is Inigo Montoya. You killed my father. Prepare to die.22, 23) and Fezzik, whom Westley has previously defeated in battle, hear the former pirate’s tortured cries and venture through the woods to find him. Doing so, they take his dead body to disgraced folk healer Miracle Max in hopes of, well…a miracle.

      Now, if you’re familiar with the miracles of Jesus, one of the most amazing is that of him raising Lazarus from the dead. It was elegant in its simplicity. Jesus stood outside the tomb and called in a loud voice, “Lazarus, come out!” And he did! Lazarus was indeed alive in spite of being in the tomb for days.

      The resurrection of Westley by Miracle Max? Not so much.

      Instead of raising the recently “mostly dead” pirate using only his voice, Max took his time, first quizzing Westley what he had to live for to see if it was a truly noble cause. In spite of Max’s initial mistranslation of Westley’s answer in order to get out of bringing him back to life, he finally concocts a remedy, covering it in chocolate to help it go down easier.

      Unfortunately, Max’s wife, Valarie, warns that the pill takes fifteen minutes to reach its full potency and “he shouldn’t swim for at least an hour”22, 24 (the latter turns out to be irrelevant, but no less funny), thus complicating the rescue as hilarity ensues. As Inigo and Fezzik are dragging Westley from their hovel, Max and Valarie wish them success in their quest to defeat Prince Humperdinck.

      “Think it’ll work?” she asks Max.

      “It’ll take a miracle,” he answers.22, 24

      They are, of course, successful and yet again, good triumphs over evil.

      How many miracles have you seen? Do you notice the small ones, or only the big ones that we pray for as a church family? In this day and age of endless distractions it is easy for us to miss the small miracles all around us.

      We are understandably impressed and stand in awe when God uses doctors to bring healing to a tiny little boy who is critically injured in an accident. But are we equally impressed when God opens a door to a job opportunity that might not be the “dream job” you hoped for?

      We are astounded by the miraculous grace shown us when we miss hitting the deer with our car by mere seconds. Are we likewise astonished when our letting someone go before us results in a blessing that person had been praying for?

      Take time to recognize those small, everyday miracles for what they are: God showing His face to us. Letting us know that He is with us in all that we do. Confirming that He loves us so very much.

      Let yourself see His face.

      

      What miracles have you seen in your life?

      

      What can you do to become more aware of God’s presence around you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-TWO

          Transformation into Something Greater

        

      

    

    
      For God, who said,

      “Let brilliant light shine out of darkness,” is the one who has cascaded his light into us – the brilliant dawning light of the glorious knowledge of God as we gaze into the face of Jesus Christ.

      
        
        2 Corinthians 4:6 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Most heroes are not exactly what we might classify as “mature” when the story begins. Often, they are young anyway and have not experienced enough of life to be mature. Some are mature in years, but their souls still have a good way to go in the maturity department. And the young hero whose rare old soul is mature, is still afforded a transformation into something greater.

      Spider-Man Peter Parker, for example, is in high school, and it’s his impulsive youth that catapults him into fighting crime following his uncle’s murder. But it’s not until he faces a fully matured villain set on destroying New York City that Peter fully comes into his powers and matures in the face of danger.

      Bilbo Baggins, however, has become comfortable in his middle age, and is more than happy to spend his days in his cozy home in the Shire. There’s a rhythm to his routine, and he is quite content to let his life roll on at the leisurely pace that he’s grown accustomed to. Then Gandalf shows up, soon followed by Thorin Oakenshield and his merry band of dwarves who seek to hire him as their burglar.

      By earthly standards, Bilbo would be considered mature – he’s fifty years old, after all. His age has made him cautious, hesitant, and seeing no need to set out on an adventure that may or may not see him returning to the Shire in a casket. Encouraged by the Wizard Gandalf, Bilbo changes his mind and sets out after the Dwarves to join their quest to the Lonely Mountain.

      He’s immediately ridiculed by the Dwarves, and the already self-doubting hobbit begins to have second thoughts to the point of nearly abandoning them after being chased by Orcs on Balrogs. It’s when he discovers the Ring in Gollum’s lair and the powers it holds when he slips it on that emboldens him.

      But it’s not until the final battle at Erebor that Bilbo truly transforms into something greater. Galvanized by the invisibility the Ring affords him, he takes the Arkenstone and sneaks out of Erebor, handing it over to Thranduil and Bard the Bowman in an effort to avert a war. And when that is not the end result, he joins in the battle and makes peace with Thorin as he lays dying at the hands of his mortal enemy, Azog.

      God did not create us to remain the same from season to season. We are made in His image and intended to grow and learn and gather experiences that make us more than we were when we arrived in this world. While that sounds overly simplistic, the flip side is, it’s truly that easy.

      Regardless of what stage we are in our growth as a Christ-follower, there is always room to deepen and strengthen that relationship. Remember me telling you that in the grander scheme of things, I’m considered by some to be mature in my faith? On the even grander scale that God is measured by, I’m probably considered to be a baby!

      My goal is not the crown at the end of life, but instead, to grow in Christ to become Christ-like at the end of my days.

      Can you imagine what that transformation would look like? I can only imagine (one of my favorite songs, by the way) what that will be like when I see Jesus on the other side of the veil between this existence and eternity.

      For years, I’ve pictured myself content to sit just outside the doorway to the home where Jesus sits with others who are more advanced than I am in their faith. They’ve all earned that place at the table. Me? I consider myself at the servant level, and I’m completely happy to sit in the doorway of the well-lit domicile and watch as Jesus interacts with those around the table.

      But one day, the scene changed. And Jesus got up and came to the doorway and invited me in.

      Me.

      Me?

      But I’m just a –

      No buts.

      No justs.

      Jesus offers each of us mercy and grace and a place at his table.

      How will you respond to his invitation?

      

      How do you see God molding you into something greater than you were six months ago? Five years ago?

      

      What strengths do you carry with you that can propel your transformation into something greater?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-THREE

          Redemption

        

      

    

    
      Even though you were once distant from him, living in the shadows of your evil thoughts and actions, he reconnected you back to himself. He released his supernatural peace to you through the sacrifice of his own body as the sin-payment on your behalf so that you would dwell in his presence. And now there is nothing between you and Father God, for he sees you as holy, and flawless, and restored.

      
        
        Colossians 1:21-22 (TPT)

      

      

      

      There’s no two ways about it - betrayal is the worst. And while its bad when it’s someone you trust, and worse when it’s a beloved mentor, the opportunities for redemption are like finding gold in the stream behind your house for any writer of epic film or literature.

      We hurt when we see the hero betrayed. We feel that familiar sting when we see the duplicitous actions of the one who was once trusted by fictional characters and viewers alike. But there is always – always – a shot at redemption for those who have committed the ultimate sin against friends.

      Toward the end of Star Wars Episode V: The Empire Strikes Back, we meet Lando Calrissian – a charming gambler, businessman, and “old friend” to Han Solo and Chewbacca. As administrator of Cloud City, Lando welcomes Han, Chewie, Luke, and Leia when they seek refuge from Darth Vader and the Empire. They are treated well, and just when they think they are safe from Vader’s grasp, they discover that Lando has, in fact, stabbed them in the back.

      Vader’s threats force Lando to hand over Han, allowing him to be encased in carbonite. Calrissian also has no choice but to hand Leia and Chewbacca over to Vader as well.

      However, Lando manages to redeem himself when he and his men rescue Leia and Chewbacca, take the Millennium Falcon and rescue Luke as he hangs from an antenna following his battle with Darth Vader. (Luke, I am your father… You know you heard that in your head. And Fun Fact: this is actually one of the most misquoted movie quotes around!25) Lando later helps Luke and Leia rescue Han from the evil clutches of Jabba the Hut.

      Lando Calrissian’s redemption is remarkable in true epic fashion as he also shows up to assist Rey on her journey of self-discovery in Star Wars: The Rise of Skywalker. But in my mind, it is the redemption of the War Doctor in the Doctor Who series that is one of the best.

      The War Doctor is an incarnation of the Doctor whom all subsequent Doctors look upon with a sense of disdain. We soon discover that following many years fighting in the Time War, an aged version of the Doctor steals a superweapon known as “the Moment.” His intent? To destroy all warring parties, including the entirety of his home world of Gallifrey.

      However, we soon discover that the Moment is actually a sentient device with a conscience that is tasked with deciding whether or not the user’s motives for detonating it are morally just.

      The Moment takes on the form of the Doctor’s future companion Rose Tyler and travels with him into the future, showing him later incarnations of himself as the Tenth and Eleventh Doctors. Together the three Doctors create the illusion of Gallifrey’s destruction, causing the evil Daleks to annihilate themselves.

      When it’s all over, the War Doctor is resigned to the fact that when he returns to his own timeline, he will forget that he actually saved his home world and will instead live out his days believing that he did, in fact, kill his own people. Thanking the other Doctors for helping him gain back a part of his soul, he climbs aboard his T.A.R.D.I.S. to leave. Moments later he begins to regenerate, thus sparing him the burden of his false belief of guilt.

      Those who betray us in real life break our hearts and destroy any trust between us. But we are called to forgive them – which in and of itself is difficult even under the best of circumstances. It’s when the betrayer goes the extra mile to make it up to us that makes the act of forgiveness a little easier.

      Keep in mind that even those misguided souls have a shot at redemption. After all, God loves them just as much as he loves you.

      

      Have you ever made the mistake of betraying someone or breaking a trust?

      

      How have you pursued redemption in that situation?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-FOUR

          I AM Made in God’s Image – Owning Your Power

        

      

    

    
      My fellow believers, when it seems as though you are facing nothing but difficulties, see it as an invaluable opportunity to experience the greatest joy that you can! For you know that when your faith is tested it stirs up in you the power of endurance. And then as your endurance grows even stronger, it will release perfection into every part of your being until there is nothing missing and nothing lacking.

      
        
        James 1:2-4 (TPT)

      

      

      

      One of the greatest epic motion pictures of all time is Cecil B. DeMille’s The Ten Commandments, starting Charlton Heston as Moses. Oh, how I loved that movie! It was one of the few times during the school year that I was allowed to stay up late on a school night. They always showed it on a Palm Sunday, and it ran from seven o’clock to midnight.

      I relished every moment, watching young Prince Moses compete with his adoptive brother, Prince Rameses, for the affections of Nefretiri. It’s no contest really as Nefretiri’s heart belongs only to Moses. But it’s Moses’s encounter with God Himself that really was the best part of all.

      Moses travels up the holy mountain and humbles himself, bowing low before the burning bush that is the presence of God and asks, “They will ask, what is his name? How shall I answer them?” And God answers, “I AM THAT I AM: Thou shalt say I AM that sent me unto you.”26, 27

      Moses comes down the mountain and is visibly changed by his encounter with God. It is here that Moses comes fully into his mission and returns to Rameses and demands that his people be freed. Best of all, Moses shows he’s got the power to back it up, turning his staff into a cobra, and warning of the plagues that will befall Egypt should Rameses ignore God’s command to free His children.

      Late in any great Epic, the hero begins to believe what others are saying about them and their superpowers. They start to have an inkling that perhaps they are capable of more than even they believe.

      We are reminded of where our power comes from by James 1:24, which tells us, You perceive how God sees you in the mirror of the Word, but then you go out and forget your divine origin. What good can we do if we read God’s Word but do not practice it? Or worse yet, we doubt it?

      And the Bible doesn’t just tell us how to live, it tells us who we are…what we are. John 10:34 says, Jesus answered, “Isn’t it written in your Scriptures that God said, ‘You are gods?’ The Scriptures cannot be denied or found to be in error.”

      Your mind is powerful when you spend time in silence with God and consult Jesus. Your mind controls more than you realize, and by using God’s name – I AM, you can fully own the power God gives freely to you.

      

      Each day, tell yourself:

      I AM a child of the God Most High.

      I AM a brother/sister of Jesus Christ.

      I AM love.

      I AM light.

      I AM creative.

      I AM wise.

      I AM intelligent.

      I AM compassionate.

      I AM strong.

      I AM courageous.

      I AM powerful.

      I AM joy.

      

      You, my friend, are made in God’s holy image, and no one – no one – can take that away from you. Own who and what you are fully, and believe that you are all those things listed above and so much more…

      

      Re-affirm the list above to yourself for ten straight days. Then ask yourself, What changes am I noticing in my life?

      

      What kind of difference are your personal affirmations making to those around you?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-FIVE

          Reflecting Christ to Others

        

      

    

    
      We can all draw close to him with the veil removed from our faces. And with no veil we all become like mirrors who brightly reflect the glory of the Lord Jesus. We are being transfigured into his very image as we move from one brighter level of glory to another. And this glorious transfiguration comes from the Lord, who is the Spirit.

      
        
        2 Corinthians 3:18 (TPT)

      

      

      

      The Marvel Cinematic Universe film version of Doctor Strange premiered in 2016 to great reviews. Dr. Steven Strange, a brilliant surgeon, narrowly survives a horrific car crash that renders his skilled hands useless for surgery. Desperate to find a solution, he locates a former paralytic who found curing in the secret compound Kamar-Taj in Kathmandu.

      There he encounters the Ancient One (portrayed as Celtic in this version), who shows him just how little he knows of the world around him. Knocking Strange out of his physical body and sending him hurtling through dimension after dimension to put him in his place, she eventually allows him to return to his body. He is visibly shaken and in awe of what just occurred.

      “Teach me,”28, 29 he begs her.

      Her response? She refuses and promptly throws him out.

      Strange waits on the doorstep for hours, pounding on the door and pleading with the Ancient One to be let inside. She finally relents and agrees to teach him. The most difficult step for Steven was admitting how much he truly didn’t know.

      I have a friend whom I follow on Facebook. I’ve never met her in person, but I have a great appreciation for her writing. And for a lot of people, it’s pretty out there. Matter of fact, it would likely make a lot of my Christian friends uncomfortable. Her views are a mixture of Christian and Eastern philosophy as she fully embraces the teachings of Jesus, meditation and the chakras.

      One of the things in her writings that caught my attention was her take on I AM. As I discussed on Day Thirty-Four, that is how God identified Himself to Moses. My friend’s take on I AM is that it is an acronym for Interdimensional Ascended Master.

      That one really got my attention. Literally stopped me in my tracks.

      Okay, I know what you’re thinking – Interdimensional what? That’s pretty far out there. We’re talking God here, not science fiction. And that Eastern stuff, that’s a little too ‘woo woo…’

      Don’t quit on me, now – hear me out.

      Consider, for a moment, that God is so much more than our human minds can ever fully comprehend. If we as Christians truly believe that the Bible is the inerrant Word of God, then we have to believe that there is so much more to God that what’s contained in that book! There are brilliant theologians and Biblical scholars who have dedicated their entire adult lives to studying the Bible. And they can probably quote it forward and backward and explain every subtle nuance of Jesus’ parables and every complexity in the text.

      But how can we believe that the Bible gives us the complete Epic story of God when, in fact, it probably doesn’t even scratch the surface? Just as God and Jesus are so much more than the stories contained in those pages, their Epic spans time and space in ways we can’t even fathom. I’d even guess that the Bible is, perhaps, a mere introduction to God’s Epic. If that’s the case, then my Christian experience, though it may be seen as a little more advanced through the lens of human experience, likely puts me at the level of a newborn infant Christian.

      This, however, cannot serve as our excuse for not passionately pursuing a meaningful relationship with Jesus Christ.

      If we are identifying ourselves as reflections of God – THE I AM – who are we to say that He does not intend for us to strive to be Interdimensional Ascended Masters? And not even in the Eastern religion sense of the word. God is great at meeting us where we are. But imagine how much richer and deeper that interaction becomes when we meet Him where He is! What if we dare to seek Him in all His Glory as the Interdimensional Creator of the Universe? How utterly cool is that?

      God resides outside of time and space and is far beyond all the things we as humans understand. Sure, we’ve got the explanations given by the most brilliant scientific minds of our age, but the laws of physics and gravity and all the others don’t apply to Him. He is omniscient and everywhere at once. As close as the air we breathe. He hears our every thought, sees our every deed. How can He not be Interdimensional?

      We are called to not only follow Christ, but to be a reflection of him and his love in the world to the world. Part of that calling of reflecting Christ is that we must also reflect the beauty of others back to themselves, so that they might see that they, too, are fully created in the image of God who is the Great I AM.

      

      In what ways are God calling you to reflect Christ to the world around you?

      

      Has anyone ever reflected your beauty back to you so that you can see God’s image in yourself?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-SIX

          New Lenses – Being a New Creation in Christ

        

      

    

    
      So, from now on, we refuse to evaluate people merely by their outward appearances. For that’s how we once viewed the Anointed One, but no longer do we see him with limited human insight.

      
        
        2 Corinthians 5:16 (TPT)

      

      

      

      One of the biggest epic tales of the modern era is Star Trek. Created by Gene Roddenberry in the mid-sixties, the series was dubbed a “wagon train to the stars” concept. Even though it got cancelled after its third season, the series took on new life with a cult following that spawned several spinoff series and a good number of feature films and a major reboot.

      One of the most intriguing characters among them all was Chief Engineer Lieutenant Commander Geordi LaForge of Star Trek: The Next Generation. Aside from being a brilliant engineer, Geordi was blind since birth and relies on his VISOR – Visual Instrument and Sight Organ Replacement – to see the worlds around him.

      The VISOR, which is worn like sunglasses and actually looks like those hair combs we used to put our hair up with in the eighties, enables Geordi to “see” energy. He can detect electromagnetic waves that range from raw heat to high frequency ultra-violet. With these abilities, he is able to see things other humans can’t, including when other humans are lying, or where the Enterprise’s warp core is experiencing an energy flux.

      Fully embracing life with Christ should bring about different lenses through which we see life, others, and ourselves. When we become a new creation in Christ by accepting his offer of mercy, grace, and redemption, we are called to be changed and see the world as Christ sees it.

      Which is not always easy.

      Like, for example, when someone makes us mad.

      Or hurts us.

      Or cheats us.

      Instead of reacting in haste, out of revenge, we should simply see ourselves putting on our new lenses, taking a deep breath, and looking at whomever our issue is with through Christ’s eyes instead of our own.

      Our lenses are old and scratched and of this world.

      Jesus’ lenses are shiny and new and other worldly so that he sees each and every one of us as a being of light and love, a child of God Almighty, and a brother or sister whom he loves so very much.

      Does looking at others through Jesus’s lenses make them any better? Probably not. But perhaps it gives us a better perspective on where they’re coming from, revealing insights on why they act the way they do.

      Angry people, for example, are really nothing more than hurt people. They react to the hurt with anger, especially if they feel that they have no recourse against the one who harmed them. Very often that anger runs deep and can last a lifetime.

      When we look at others through the same lenses that Christ sees them through, we are able to feel empathy, compassion, and love for them. And it’s much easier to minister to others when you have the love of Christ on your side.

      But it’s not something to be kept to ourselves.

      We are truly called to give it away each and every day.

      

      Who can you look at through the lenses of Christ?

      

      How can you empathize with their situation in life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-SEVEN

          The Endgame

        

      

    

    
      But you are God’s chosen treasure – priests who are kings, a spiritual “nation” set apart as God’s devoted ones. He called you out of darkness to experience his marvelous light, and now he claims you as his very own. He did this so that you would broadcast his glorious wonders throughout the world. For at one time you were not God’s people, but now you are. At one time you knew nothing of God’s mercy, because you hadn’t received it yet, but now you are drenched with it!

      
        
        1 Peter 2:9-10 (TPT)

      

      

      

      Avengers: Endgame was quite a blockbuster. Eagerly awaited by fans of the Marvel Cinematic Universe following the disappearance of half of all population in the universe at the snap of Thanos’s fingers, including half of the Avengers themselves, Endgame’s premise actually offers the viewer two endgames.

      As scientist Bruce Banner notes, altering the past does not affect the present, but instead create an alternate reality. The endgame for the evil villain Thanos (who did not see himself or his quest of depopulating the universe as evil) was when he snapped his fingers. Everything afterward was simply retirement.

      But the Avengers didn’t let that event be their Endgame. Their goal was to venture back in time, retrieve earlier versions of the Infinity Stones, place them in their own gauntlet and have one of their own snap their fingers to bring everyone back.

      Everyone.

      And in the end, the Avengers are successful in bringing back everyone, with the heroes battling against Thanos and his forces until at last, one among them is able to snap their fingers, causing all those who would do evil, including Thanos – especially Thanos – to disappear.

      The Book of Revelation paints a dark picture of how God intends to deal with evildoers in the end. Oh, that it would be so easy to simply have Him snap His Mighty Fingers to banish all evil from the face of the earth. But Scripture tells us a different story.

      So, what do we do about that? Well, God tells us “Fear not” three hundred and sixty-five times, so we need not be afraid. Instead, we must keep a weather eye to the horizon and be about our work for His kingdom.

      God is calling His people to Him.

      Do you hear His calling?

      There are so many in the world who are struggling – with addiction, with temptation, with evil thoughts and evil deeds – and they need a place of refuge. A place to come in out of the maelstrom of darkness swirling around them.

      And that’s where our church family comes in.

      Our church home can be that place of refuge for them, if only we follow God’s urging to make it such. And it’s not by making God’s house a comfy little place where only “good” people are allowed.

      It is a place for those who are seeking God.

      It is a place for those who want to find themselves in Christ.

      It is a place for everyone to belong and feel valued and loved.

      Let us gather in God’s house and ride this storm out together. God’s got His Endgame all written out, and we are heroes in His story.

      Will you stand with us?

      

      What storms have you weathered lately?

      

      How has your church family been helpful in your life?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-EIGHT

          You’ve Finished Your Quest - So What’s Next?

        

      

    

    
      I admit that I haven’t yet acquired the absolute fullness that I’m pursuing, but I run with passion into his abundance so that I may reach the purpose for which Christ Jesus laid hold of me to make me his own. I don’t depend on my own strength to accomplish this; however I do have one compelling focus: I forget all of the past as I fasten my heart to the future instead. I run straight for the divine invitation of reaching the heavenly goal and gaining the victory-prize through the anointing of Jesus.

      
        
        Philippians 3:12-14 (TPT)

      

      

      

      It’s been a long and arduous adventure, and at long last, we strike pay dirt – the hero reaches the goal of their quest. They find the treasure, restore their sense of self-worth, and get the girl. (Yeah, I know. Sounds sexist, but that’s usually the way it ends up.) Then what?

      What about paleontologist Dr. Alan Grant and his colleague, paleobotonist Dr. Ellie Sattler, and mathematician and chaos theorist Ian Malcom in Jurassic Park? They are invited to the park by owner John Hammond to assess the attraction and its inhabitants, but things soon go horribly wrong when the dinosaurs start doing what they do best – eating people and each other. Then Alan and Ellie suffer a number of horrors during their stay on the island, and manage to escape with Malcolm, Hammond and his grandchildren in a chopper.

      In the final scenes, they’re seen smiling at one another as the children fall asleep while leaning against Alan, who has said on more than one occasion that he doesn’t like children. We as viewers have visions of the two paleo-docs deepening their already close relationship and living happily ever after.

      In Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, Indy is desperate to rescue his father who has been captured by Nazis who are bent on finding the Holy Grail. After a perilous journey and making his way through the deadly maze of challenges, he acquires the Grail and returns, using it to heal his father’s gunshot wound inflicted at the hands of the Nazis.

      As they go to leave the temple, the evil Nazi spy, Elsa, disregards the templar knight’s warning not to cross the seal on the floor with the Grail. When she does, the temple is destroyed, and the floor opens up, with Elsa plummeting to her death.

      And what do the Henry Jones, Sr. and Henry Jones, Jr. do? Why, they ride off into the sunset, of course!

      Why do I bring this all up? Sometimes the hero gets a happy ending, and sometimes they don’t. What happened to Alan and Ellie? Ellie ended up marrying someone else, and it appears that Alan simply moved on with his career.

      And the Jones boys? Well, they survived, and for all we know, Henry Jones, Sr. may have inadvertently received the gift of eternal life from the healing waters given to him in the Grail by his son.

      Regardless of where you are in your quest, know that a pleasant ending awaits you at the end of your days here on earth. By living a deep and meaningful relationship with Jesus Christ, we can be assured an eternity with him.

      We live this life, longing to hear, “Well done, good and faithful servant!” when we cross over and take our place in the home he has prepared for us.

      For us.

      And that’s even better than riding off into the sunset.

      Guaranteed.

      

      Close your eyes and imagine a meeting with Jesus. How does he respond to your life as you’re living it now?

      

      Does he have any suggestions as to which direction you should go next?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day THIRTY-NINE

          Roll Credits

        

      

    

    
      And in the midst of everything be always giving thanks, for this is God’s perfect plan for you in Christ Jesus.

      
        
        1 Thessalonians 5:18 (TPT)

      

      

      

      At some point, all good stories must come to an end. I know, bummer, right? And at the end of every movie is a list of credits of everyone who worked on the project. It’s a way of giving credit where credit is due and acknowledging all the hard work that went into it, both in front of the cameras and behind the scenes.

      Of course, there’s the producers, the director, and the cast, whose work you see in front of the camera. Then there’s the camera men, costume designers, set designers, makeup artists, composers, musicians, and everybody who worked their fannies off to make the film.

      But it’s also the appropriate place to thank people. Thanks go to Tourism Offices who help with location shoots. Sometimes there’s a list of babies born during the production of lengthy animated projects as a nod of thanks to some of the animators’ spouses. Even the guy who brings lunch every day is listed in there.

      As an author, there is often cause to post a word of thanks at the end of a book if someone has been particularly helpful or inspirational in its writing. I’ve done this on more than one occasion and enjoy acknowledging those who have helped me along the way.

      We are taught from an early age to say, ‘thank you.’ It’s polite. It’s what we do. What would the credits look like at the end of your “movie” if one were made of your life? Aside from imagining who would play you in the screen version, who would you most like to thank for being of great help or inspiration to you along the way?

      The above scripture from Thessalonians tells us to always be giving thanks and that God’s got great things planned for us in Jesus. What does that mean? That by following Jesus and forming a lasting relationship with him, God will bless us richly.

      Worldly riches?

      Maybe. Maybe not.

      God’s plans for us are far better than any we might make for ourselves. But one thing’s for certain – He planned for your life to be an Epic. He planned for you to be a hero to someone. He has powers for you that can only be found in Jesus.

      Give thanks to God in all that happens in your life, good or bad. Give thanks for all He has blessed you with.

      Give thanks that he sent His Son to earth so that we might learn how to live. Give thanks to Jesus for the sacrifice he made for you, for me, for all of us.

      Start a gratitude journal – a simple notebook will do. Every night before you go to bed, jot down five things that happened that day that you’re grateful for. What you’ll find is that, aside from taking time to acknowledge God’s role in those blessings, you’ll discover that what you appreciate appreciates. In other words, what you pay attention to will grow in number and frequency.

      Give credit where credit is due – to God and His perfect plans in Jesus.

      

      Name five things you’re grateful for.

      

      Write someone you appreciate a thank you note or give them a call to tell them how much you appreciate them!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Day FORTY

          If Nobody Shares the Story, Did it Really Happen?

        

      

    

    
      “Examine your motives to make sure you’re not showing off when you do your good deeds, only to be admired by others; otherwise, you will lose the reward of your heavenly Father. So when you give to the poor, don’t announce it and make a show of it just to be seen by people, like the hypocrites in the streets and in the marketplace. They’ve already received their reward! But when you demonstrate generosity, do it with pure motives and without drawing attention to yourself. Give secretly and your Father, who sees all you do, will reward you openly.”

      
        
        Matthew 6:1-4 (TPT)

      

      

      

      There’s a trend on social media that basically says, If you didn’t get a picture, it didn’t happen. Kinda like Missouri on steroids – Show me! Show me! Show me! So now that we’ve reached the end of our Epic, our process begs the question, If nobody shares the story, did it really happen?

      In Celtic culture, a bard is a musician, storyteller, and oral historian all rolled into one who is employed by royals or nobles and literally sing the praises of their patrons and their ancestors. Can you imagine having someone singing about all the fabulous aspects of your life?

      These days, the everyman’s version of a bard is to post our accomplishments, our prides, joys and sorrows on social media. Thus, the adage that if there’s no photo, it didn’t happen. And even if we skip the photo but still tell the story, it’s more likely to get passed over in the feed due to our human lack of attention span.

      But what if we didn’t share it at all? Would there be a doubt that it happened?

      Posts of people helping others in front of the camera to post on Facebook and Twitter come to mind. Some have even been done with several camera angles and post-production effort to make it pull at the heartstrings all the more through use of subtitles and music. But how is taking a homeless guy shopping in front of a camera, or paying for the groceries of the lady ahead of you in front of a camera any different than a movie production that is telling a fictional story?

      And in the end, whose approval are we seeking when we do these things?

      Surely, if we’re being completely honest with ourselves, it’s the approval of the people around us we seek.

      But it’s God’s approval that matters most.

      We should be concerned about Jesus’ opinion of us.

      After all, we live in the world but are told that we should not be of the world.

      So, donate that money in secret. Help out your neighbor but keep it between the two of you. Be a hero to the people around you but do your level best to keep your identity a secret. After all, Clark Kent, Diana Prince, and Peter Parker all lead seemingly normal lives. But it’s the extraordinary acts they do to help others that makes them heroes.

      You don’t have to have superpowers. You don’t have to be rich. You don’t have to die on the cross for the sins of others.

      Jesus already did that for you.

      God created you to be the hero at the center of your own Epic journey, to make a difference in the lives of others. Some may be people you’re close to. Some may not. But you can be guaranteed that God put them in your path at a certain time for a reason.

      Embrace your journey, let it be Epic in scope, and see what God will do through you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          AN AFTERWORD

          from the Author

        

      

    

    
      I have a confession to make.

      I can’t take credit for writing this book.

      Yes, I created the book – built the cover, brought the concept to life, mapped it out, typed it out, then published it. But I cannot take credit for the idea nor the words in the manuscript. And it’s not because “I’m just a (insert-favorite-descriptor-here).”

      In this case, as has often been true in the past, I am simply a scribe who shows up and writes what is revealed to my mind. Sounds crazy, I know, but that’s how it works.

      On more than one occasion, the ideas show up until I’m compelled to commit them to the page. This time around was no different – God whispered. And continued to whisper persistently, and I knew that it was time to write once again.

      Many thanks go to my brilliant friend and editor, Sally Taylor. I can’t imagine creating a book without her and am so glad to be collaborating with her once again. She is truly worth five times her weight in gold!

      Thanks also go to Pastor Tammy Hallam for giving me room to run with ideas and encouraging this project, expanding on it when my own vision for it was a little shortsighted.

      I wish for you is that this has been freeing for you, that you may become the hero God created you to be!

      

      Blessings,

      Julie
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