Down in the Dumps

By Jody Hoffman

I have been thinking about how I came to know God and some of the obstacles or sins that kept me from moving on, things that God has been dealing with me—I in turn share with you because I figure God is dealing with us the same way and perhaps my journey can help your journey go a little smoother. I want you to hear me say it is not because I have figured it all out but there are some things that I have and am learning I could share. Some are things that I have learned through others teaching from the Word and some are things I have seen and learned from the Word through the Holy Spirit being my Teacher—I think those are my favorite because it is such a connection that it makes you hungry for it again.

Kind of what I was saying last week on fear, remember? I think that some are given the gift of faith, and when it is lived out in the Spirit, it looks like faith.  But lived out in the flesh, it looks like fear—seeing things that are not there or have not yet happened. Perhaps that hunger that we have to hear God again and connect with Him over and over is really a gift too. The flesh side of it looks like addictions to other junk—drugs, alcohol cigarettes, food, sugar, whatever. But it was really meant for us to hunger for Him. If used the way God intended, they are beautiful gifts.  Used in the flesh, they are quite repulsive - arrogant, ugly, obnoxious, and easily identified by others as a weak point – not a gift.

 Anyway…as I continued thinking through the things that began excavating the garbage out of my life, I remember a huge thing that was not easily removed in a nice neat one-time decision.  This one was a process of digging and removing and replacing and replanting. One that is a bit more under control but as soon as I say that it is sure to rear its ugly head. Did y’all ever see the Terminator? Certainly not my favorite movie picks, but one of those give and take sort of ones so your husband will go watch a romantic comedy—more my style. The Terminator gets demolished over and over and some how with only a bent scrap of metal and a twisted wire holding it together, it keeps coming back. If I think it is dead in me it will pull enough ugliness together bent and twisted as it may be and rear its nasty self to continue its path of destruction.

So confessing it before I get started may keep it out of power a bit longer. I’d like to share with you on unforgiveness. Do I mean forgiveness? No, I really do mean unforgiveness.  You hear teaching on how we should forgive and verses about forgiving, but what does unforgiving look like? Why would we forgive? What would it mean if we don’t forgive? Forgiving - it is a difficult subject, and I am not a Bible scholar, but I would like to give you a heads up on what unforgiving can look like and produce. That alone would be reason enough to want to get rid of it.  But I would also like to show you what scripture shows Jesus to have done, and it is really only recently that I have seen this example.

Have you experienced those “aha” moments that totally shift your mind to be able to see or understand something you never saw quite that way before? I had one of those a couple of years ago—I had seen it 10 years before that but never “got it” at the time— some how God was not going to let it go and let me “get it” this time.  The more I think about it, the more it affects me, which is why I may be teaching it because God wants to show me more as I share it and let it run through me again. An older wiser friend of ours used to say about money, “God gives it to you to give through you” I think it may apply to more than just money! I pray that as God has given to me, it will go through me to you.  But I pray that as it does go through me it will continue to transform me and make me see and know God better—which may be why I love to share because as I tell you stuff God tells me stuff—and I love that!

Sometimes I think I had it bad, how about you? It’s our nature to point to things and events and think they were hard—until you hear someone else’s story! And then I think what a toad I am; I have had it really easy. But Satan speaks in your ear, and the more you keep it in there, the more he has to work with. The last thing he wants is for you to speak it out and expose it to light because then you can see it for the distorted lie that it is. But holding it in seems like a big bad awful thing—speak it out and it shrinks and looks like nothing but a blip rather than a blimp. When I think of something happened that was bad or someone treated me badly—I had a tendency to throw it all in a big pile – a pile that turned into a heap of trash! Some small stuff, some big stuff I didn’t like or didn’t want but didn’t know where to put it or where to get rid of it. You hear “forgive”, but where does all the hurt go? It does not seem to vaporize and be gone. At first I thought I just needed better trash bags, maybe bigger ones. That didn’t work, maybe thicker. Worked a bit better, maybe better-sealed ones, fancier ties. Thicker, stronger, but no twist ties? There, that ought to do it. Yeah, right. Look what was really happening. Given enough years I had my own landfill! Purposefully? Like a self-improvement step? NO! Not in the slightest - I just didn’t know what to do with it all. It was just a result of piling up all the garbage thrown at me.

Let me tell you part of where I think it started—Moms, you will want to listen to this because I think I did not know this, but when I look back at my first trash it was given to me from my mom. She would tell me all the garbage about my dad, and I did not know what to do with it—I even liked things pretty as a kid and so I would listen and throw it all off to the side. I didn’t even know it would stink, so I didn’t even put it in bags. Through the years I recognized the dump she was giving me, so I put it in trashcans with a good lid—like that solves it. Moms, for your children’s sake, do not trash talk their father! Kids have nowhere to put that! Don’t trash talk your family, neighbors, community, the teacher, the preacher, the police, the principal, or the President! They will need these people in their lives! (That includes laughing at and making fun of them!) Why would you want to ruin the very people that will help shape their lives. It doesn’t mean you sugar coat it, but you have to be appropriate to their age and stage of life. You need to build these people up in their minds.  They need authority and respect; it is healthy for them. These figures are the framework of society and are needed not to be blasted apart and then wonder why there is such chaos and debris everywhere.

As I grew, I saw garbage first hand. I saw injustice, I saw poverty, and I saw crime and its painful results. I learned to expect it in certain places. What I did not expect was—for it to come from other Christians—I was hurt more because it was not expected. Satan fed me a line like they were Christians and they shouldn’t be doing that.  He was enough right to make me believe him, but they are also sinners like me and have no exception to sin. He uses that line on a lot of people to see if he can keep us from fellowship and keep us weak and isolated…all the easier prey for him to come pouncing upon later. Because they, like me, wish we didn’t do things to hurt people but we do. Stupid, unthoughtful, selfish, prideful and just ignorant—but sin none the less. And painful! So, we become masters of the garbage—some more than others. We look unscathed and unscarred, but perhaps we are just good makeup artists.

So what was my “aha” moment? It started like this: we were traveling in Lebanon with some friends on a NGO trip. I think this was the pre-trip, scouting sort of time. Actually I think it was part of a retreat we were doing for some workers there and this was a side trip to see if we could come back and do some other things there later. (Which did happen. It was a medical trip after the last war with Israel.) Anyway, we were driving along southern Lebanon toward Sidon and Tyre. (It is an amazing drive. You see the area where Jonah was thrown up by the great fish, where Elijah was fed by the widow woman, you can see where Jezebel was raised, her throne that overlooked the Mediterranean Sea and her father’s kingdom before she married Ahab. Maybe that’s why she was so wicked and cantankerous, she missed the ocean—I would too. Then as we came to Sidon, it was gorgeous. Like a place you would want to live—until I saw this HUGE pile of trash and smelled the air! What on earth? You know how A1A goes along the coast in Florida? Well, there is a road like that in Lebanon too. But out of seemingly nowhere is a HUGE mound of unbagged trash, HUGE as in 4 stories high! Right between the ocean and the road with the city being on the other side. People can no longer see the beautiful Mediterranean Sea! The sea breezes blow the smell of the garbage heap all over the poor city; it is truly unbelievable!

Of course we asked WHY? WHY would anyone put trash there of all places? It was supposed to be a gorgeous view—like nowhere else on earth! So, why a dump right there? We were told that on the left side of the road, as you headed south where the city was, there was a small cemetery of Jewish graves.  The Israelis said that if the graves were moved or messed with that they would blow up Sidon. So to spite the Israelis, the Sidonians threw trash near them. It got larger and larger until it is 4 stories tall and tons of trash. That was 30 years ago. Now on the shore for a mile on either side they had to quit using the beach because there were hypodermic needles and broken glass and disgusting debris strewn all over from the waves and winds. It does not affect the people in the graveyard or the Israelis a bit, but it is ruining the city and blowing disease throughout. 

Does that “aha” anything in you? Do you see the hurt, anger, or resentment that you hold on to is not doing anything to the ones that hurt you—but it is piling up repulsive trash around you? God meant for you to see the Mediterranean, to enjoy the beauty, to feel the breeze, to bask on its shores, to swim the crystal waters. But we have piled the trash, contaminated the waters, and have no idea the Mediterranean is on the other side! We have a hovel on the edge of the heap instead of the beach mansion on the Mediterranean, and we blame God for the poor real estate sight!

Oh, my dear friends and sisters, that is not what Dad gave us or intended for us to live in! He gave us a Garden—paradise - the intimate gathering spot of the King himself! No wonder we are so grouchy and complainy. We are more like Jezebel than we want to be! He wants us to see the views, enjoy the days, play in the water and laugh. 

A few hours later, we were south of Sidon in Tyre. It was beautiful as well, and the water was clear and clean. Some of the people with us had not been baptized, and Buddy began to baptize them.  It was sunset, and their bodies became just silhouettes in the distance with sun gorgeously framing them.  It was one of those unforgettable pictures your brain takes and hangs in the halls of your memories to enjoy over and over. But minutes later were breath-taking pictures that clicked frame by frame. I have never seen anything like it before or since. The 5 or so that were out there were finished with the baptizing and another 5-7 joined them out in the water to hug and congratulate them when it all erupted into laughter, pushing, dunking, jumping—a bit of a free for all. The woman watching with me were all pointing and laughing.  It was hilarious to see these grown men playing again like little boys. And there some how it seemed as though I traveled back in a split second to the same shore 2000 years earlier; only the men were not Buddy, Jon, Tyler, and the others but Jesus, John, Thomas and the disciples. I thought about them playing and laughing and no doubt swimming the same way these guys were I was instantly back to 2005 and shook myself to be sure I was back. Do you suppose that is what God wants for us? Back then, as now in that country, the women were not allowed to put on bathing suits and go play. But we as women can have a relationship with God; it is not reserved for men only. God is calling you to crystal clean water to come in and play and not be hidden in the hovel on the other side with the black draping hanging over you like a wet blanket assigned to stay in the kitchen cooking while others play and romp in the beachfront hotels of the Mediterranean.

Not only will YOU miss out on all the fun and relationship, but also you raise your kids in the garbage dump of unforgiveness. In Guatemala City, Guatemala, Managua, Nicaragua, Tegucigalpa, Honduras, Quito, Ecuador we have seen the city dumps that are the home for thousands and thousands of families. Some have been there for 60 years and those raised there have known no other home or lifestyle than that of pillaging through trash. It is also a sight that hangs in the grand galleries of my mind. With it are a bowl of tears that I cried after absorbing the unforgettable etchings of little babies in broken boxes playing with tattered and torn toys salvaged by a mother rummaging in squalor. I cried for six hours after being there and 15 years later my eyes still well with tears.  My nose remembers the distinctly pungent odor of the refuge of a region and my ears hear the sharp shrieks of hundreds and hundreds of birds that flew in endless circles anticipating the maggots emerging in endless cycles. I cannot even begin to paint the picture ghastly enough for you to imagine. And it is not just a block or two long but more like the size of Hartsfield Jackson airport with all its buildings and runways. In every direction mounds and mounds of filth. I cannot imagine the roaches and rats that run rampant multiplying daily. But not only the horror of it, but also mix in men, women, boys and girls—babies and toddlers LIVING there, working there, eating there—finding their existence on what others have tossed out as not fit to live with let alone to live IN. You cannot imagine it. Do you see it in your mind? Repulsive? How would you like to spend one night there? Take your kids there for vacation? Not on your life…

One slight twist, which is where you are raising your kids, that is where you work, that is where you eat when you choose not to forgive. It is just as disgusting and diseased—maybe even worse because it is an inside sort of thing that rots and rots and eats at your body and mind like cancer untreated and undiagnosed. You feel a bit draggy and rundown but are not sure why you feel so badly. Not forgiving is deadly; it causes some of the diseases we deal with. Some people are medicated out of their minds to ease their pain. Have you noticed that pharmacies are taking over the corners where churches used to dominate? In Wisconsin, there were bars at every intersection. In the Chicago ghettos, there were bars on all the corners.  And it kills me to see CVS, and Walgreen’s smattered around with their towering corners that once held churches with steeples become the new landscape of the south. They are the accepted coping alcohol of our time  - the legal drug. Could it really be we are living in garbage dumps and we can’t see it so we think it is not there? Could it be the rage for home improvements? We think it is the paint that is fixing things up but is really the temporary fix for pain?

I do not have all the answers to forgiveness, but I do know to bag up the trash of unforgiveness is ridiculous and costly. In Mark 15 and 16 is the story of Judas betraying Jesus and Peter denying Jesus. I have never really noticed how those two stories are right there so close together—but they are stark in similarities and contrasts. Judas betrays Christ; Peter denies Christ. I looked up the definitions of the two words betray and deny—they are really similar some are even the same words to describe both. Either way the real story is that Jesus felt it as the same sort of pain I would think. Both feel like denial and both feel like betrayal, and Jesus forgave them both. Nowhere do we find that Jesus paid for all the sin of mankind except Judas’ betrayal. But Judas went and hung himself because it seems he couldn’t forgive himself. Look at 16:3-7 …go tell his disciples and Peter, (emphasis mine) He is going head of you…” the disciples and Peter? Did you catch that? I did not see it in any of the other gospel accounts, I thought maybe where Jesus says, “Peter do you love me?” it would be there but it isn’t. The Bible is so fascinating in what it DOESN’T say sometimes! Oh, oh, oh, tell me more of the story! What did they say? What did they think? Did they tell Peter those exact words? What did Peter think of that?

Think of what Peter does after this; scripture is full of the impact he made. Judas I bet would have too. Do you suppose God could have still used Judas? I don’t know, but I do know that God has more forgiveness for you than what you have for yourself. What if you are living in the hovel blocked by the mound of unforgiveness when God really has a seacoast condo, and He is waiting in the water for you to come and play? I think we have lost the joy of childhood and are so encumbered by responsibility that we have forgotten the shear delight of playing.  

Last summer, I heard a friend tell this story as just a side comment to what he was speaking about, but it really has impacted my life this year. Can I share it with you? He was telling about living in the Middle East years and years ago. His son played soccer, and they were at practice when an entourage of limousines and military vehicles came whizzing up. Naturally, the commotion captured everyone’s attention. The military vehicles all in precision went to each of the four corners of the field, the soldiers disembarked stood at attention with their guns in position. When all were in place a signal was relayed to the limousine and a soldier opened the door to the shiny black vehicle. Was it the King? No. Perhaps the Queen herself? Nope. Out pops a little eight-year-old little boy to go to soccer practice. Do you suppose he wondered if the men were standing just so? Were their shoes shiny enough? Were their guns lined up just at the proper angle? Was the Acman or Hidgu? What route were they taking, where were headed next? What evil villain lurked behind the newspaper around the corner? No. Why? That wasn’t his job! None of it—he was supposed to go play soccer and let the soldiers figure it out. Somehow it hit me that I am not the soldier, I am the King’s daughter.  My job is to go have fun and let the big guys worry with all that. Now I am not saying quit your job. I am saying it is not all yours to worry about. God has a host of unseen angels on every corner of your field an entourage and a planned route. Do a little riding and quit being the back seat driver. I was pulling out of the church parking lot the other Sunday with a grandchild in the back seat and all of a sudden she yelled, “STOP!” I did. “What is it sweetheart”? I said calmly, but my knees were shaking to see what I hit or what was about to hit us…”Ya Ya, that sign says stop, doesn’t it?” in the sweetest little 3 year old voice, so proud that she recognized it and knew what it meant. She did it all the way home, the yell just made me smile after that, my Jell-O legs were restored and I walked her into the house with no problem. But driving when it is not your job, or the backseat can cause its own wreck.

My dear friend, God wants you to lighten up and enjoy, He has it all under control. God does not want you to live in a dump! Forgive yourself; forgive your friends and family; forgive the person who’s really hurt you.  

PHILEMON 18 says, “If he has done you any wrong or owes you anything, charge it to me.”  Who is the “he” you need to forgive? You can charge it to Christ’s account.  There is no one it cannot cover: there is no limit, and your name is authorized to use it! Memorize it, use it, and write it where you can see it: put it in your car - think on it! 

Don’t live in the sick snare of Satan while he howls in laughter that he has God’s kids all in a tizzy, useless and thinking the worst about their Father. Let’s just love on God and tell Him how we love Him and what a great Dad He is. Let all that junk be gone.  He has removed it as far as the east is from the west. No dumps to pollute and obstruct His creation. Let’s live green—Garden green like God meant it to be.  Let God change your dump into a garden!

