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THANKS TO MIKE FEAZELL

By now, many of you are probably aware that Dr.
Mike Feazell, who has served the church faithfully for a
total of nearly 40 years, has decided to take an early re-
tirement at the end of this year due to personal health is-
sues. Mike discussed this with me many months ago and
we have been spending much time since then working
out a smooth transition as he steps down from his many
responsibilities with the church. This has not been a sim-
ple task, as Mike has played such an integral and vital
role with WCG and GCI, especially during our tumultu-
ous doctrinal transformation, which began not long after
the death of Herbert Armstrong in 1986.

Dr. Mike Feazell

Dr. Feazell served my
dad as his special assis-
tant for seven years during
my dad’s tenure as direc-
tor of ministerial services
and church administration
from 1979 to 1986, and continued in the same role for
another nine years after my dad succeeded Herbert Arm-
strong as president of the church. After my dad’s death
in 1995, Mike served as director of church administra-
tion for two years before turning that responsibility over
to Dan Rogers, then as media director and senior advisor
to the president and now for the past ten years he has
also been GCI vice president.

As media director, Mike brought ideas for many key
projects to me for approval over the years, including
Christian Odyssey magazine, Speaking of Life video
program, which I deliver each week on our GCI web-
site, and GCI Together, GCI Reflections, and One Quick
Thought video programs, You’re Included interview
series and more recently, Dimensions in Ministry in-
terview series. Mike is our corporate doctrinal editor,
chairs our doctrinal review team, serves on the church
board of directors, and serves as vice-chair of the board
of Grace Communion Seminary.

In Mike’s departure there is bad news and good news.

The bad news, of course, is that we hate to see him go.
His writing and preaching over the years have been
special blessings to a great many people. But the good
news is that he will be getting much-needed rest and the
reduced stress load will allow him to begin to rebuild
his health. We have tentative plans for Mike to continue
doing the interviewing for You’re Included and Dimen-
sions in Ministry.

Dr. Gary Deddo

There is also more good news.
Mike and I, along with Russell
Duke, Dan Rogers and others,
have been in discussions for some
time with Dr. Gary Deddo, who
feels called to serve in GCI, about
coming aboard to replace Mike in
most of his key responsibilities. As you might recall, Dr.
Deddo is a long time senior editor for InterVarsity Press
(IVP) and has appeared numerous times on our You’re
Included program. He, along with his wife, Cathy, has
spoken at our regional conferences both in the U.S. and
in Canada and both spoke at our international confer-
ence in Orlando, Florida, two years ago. Dr. Deddo will
be able to devote some time to a period of transition
starting in January 2012, and will go full-time in July
2012.

Mike has expressed to me that he feels God’s hand and
blessing in Gary’s sense of call to GCI at this time, and
I must say I agree. It is not easy to fill the void Mike
will leave, or the void that any of our long-time faith-
ful employees leave, but Mike and I both feel Gary will
bring many new strengths and talents that will help GCI
continue to move ahead in Jesus’ service in the years to
come. Gary’s job title will be Special Assistant to the
President, and he will oversee the doctrinal integrity of
our publications and videos as well as assist me in many
of the same ways Mike has.

Dr. Russell Duke

Replacing Mike in the office of GCI vice president will



be Dr. Russell Duke. Dr. Duke -

'\
has served the church for more -
than 40 years in many capacities, f e
both pastoral and administrative,
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including as President of Ambas-
sador University and Executive
Director of the Ambassador Cent-
er at Azusa Pacific University.
Russell is now President of Grace
Communion Seminary, and that
will continue to be his primary responsibility.
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I’d like to ask that you join us in prayer for Mike as he
enters retirement and a much-needed rest, for Russell as
he takes on the role of GCI vice president, and for Gary
as he changes careers to join with our worldwide GCI

It’s hard to believe that 2012 is upon us! When I was
young the years seemed to go at a snail’s pace. It seemed
to take me forever to stop putting the previous year’s
date on my school assignments. When I became an
adult, it took a while to stop doing the same thing with
my checkbook. This year, though, I started writing 2012
on a check while we were still in October 2011. That’s
scary! I must really be old. Now years are whizzing by
like I’'m caught in H.G. Wells’ Time Machine.

I don’t mind getting older. Really I don’t! Many expen-
sive delicacies are described as ‘“aged to perfection.”
Certain cheeses, cuts of beef, old paintings, antique fur-
niture, classic cars, retro jewelry, distilled spirits and fine
wines improve with age. Although I prefer being com-
pared to fine wine as opposed to cheese, the point is that
if we are “aging to perfection” through maturity—gain-
ing wisdom and knowledge and valuable experience—
then each year represents more than just being, as Ten-
nessee Ernie Ford used to sing, “another day older and
deeper in debt.”

Paul speaks of this maturing process from a Christian
perspective. He says in 1 Corinthians 13:11, “When 1
was a child, I spoke as a child.” What do some children
do to get what they want? Some cry, “Waw-waw-waw!”
Some pout. Some throw tantrums. Some hit. Some say,
“If you don’t want to play my way, I’ll take my marbles
and go home.” Some sing, “Everybody hates me. No-
body loves me. Think I’ll eat some worms.”

Ideally, a loving, parental hand leads a child out of such
behavior. Unfortunately, sometimes we adults continue

team in proclaiming the good news of the God revealed
in Jesus Christ!

And I"d like to ask for a word of prayer for myself, too,
if you don’t mind. Mike and I have been dear friends for
the past 45 years, and we will continue to be, of course;
but we have also worked together for such a long time
with such harmony and singleness of purpose that I will
greatly miss his excellent and exemplary work in the
gospel and his ever-ready personal support on the job.

I pray for all of you every day.

May God’s peace and strength be with you always,
Joseph Tkach

to deal with difficulties the same way we did when we
were children, just not as blatantly. We harbor feelings
of resentment, bitterness, and anger. And yes, sometimes
we might still pout, throw a tantrum, take our marbles
home and want to eat worms.

However, when one becomes a Christian, something new
happens. Our Father’s loving, parental hand, through his
Holy Spirit, guides us into his truth (John 16:13). We
start developing the fruit of his Holy Spirit, such as love,
joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness,
gentleness and self-control (Galatians 5:22-23). We feel
a need to pray for those who hurt us, rather than wishing
them hurt or dead. Even though we tell God our desires,
we rely on his wisdom to do the right thing. We pray,
“Your will be done” and more importantly, we mean it!

When we become adults, we can put away childish
things (1 Corinthians 13:11). We can be secure in our
belief in Jesus Christ and no longer live like children
tossed to and fro (Ephesians 4:14-15).

When a Christian is “aging to perfection” the way God
intends, facing another year need not be cause for re-
gret about days gone by. It can be a time of rejoicing for
what the future holds, and for praising our great God
who holds our future.

Printed with kind permission of Christian Odyssey
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Wattord Church’s
Children Nativity Play

by Peter Beardsmore
Producing a children’s performance in a small congre-
gation provides its own set of obstacles to surmount. In
Watford we tend to have about 9 children of different
ages and abilities each week, but they’re not always the
same children. Out of a total of 16 or 17 if they all came
together the same week, we tend to get a different mix
each week. Couple to this the fact that we knew 8 of
them would not be there on the day of the performance,
a new solution was needed.

This was in the form of an imaginary TV Station, called
BBC Bethlehem with its associated News Channel.

The performance was all scripted to be read, just like TV
News, so whoever was there on the day would read it
straight out of the script.

The play starts with a Documentary all about Royal Ba-
bies, and all the preparation that is involved in a Royal
Birth, with its associated medical specialists and expen-
sive equipment. This is contrasted with the “facilities” or
lack of them that surrounded the most important Royal
Birth in history, the birth of Jesus, the Son of God.

A series of important news flashes keeps arriving, giving
(through the miracle of Time-Travel, which our TV Sta-
tion has the technology to provide) the amazing events
surrounding the birth of Jesus. Pictures appear on the
‘screens’ behind the newscasters—carefully drawn and
painted during Children’s Church during the previous
few weeks.

It continues through to the killing of the baby boys by
Herod, whose mental state we are not even allowed to
question on this TV Station, for fear of reprisals. The
documentary finishes by contrasting this new-born king
of mercy, kindness, compassion, sacrifice and love, with
the kind of king that was all too common in those times;
Despots of greed, arrogance, conceit and violence.

On the 10th December the first Nottingham pastoral
council was commissioned by National Ministry Leader,
James Henderson. Council members (left photo) are Ian
Woodley, Richard White and Marlene Cliff (who was
not able to be there on that day). Also on the 10th John
Gent (right photo) was ordained as a deacon.
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The article on the cover of a well-known news maga-
zine really caught my eye.

It read: The Science of Optimism. Hope isn’t rational so
why are humans wired for it?!

I read the article with great interest, backtracking several
times in order to grasp the point the researcher was mak-
ing. He found there was something called the optimism
bias in every race, region and socioeconomic bracket.
Though most people agreed that world conditions were
a cause for great concern, they viewed their own future
and that of their families through rose coloured specta-
cles.

Why, I wondered, would human beings consciously ig-
nore the dismal truth of what was happening all around
them, but cling to the unrealistic hope that somehow
they would escape all the flack and emerge to live hap-
pily ever after? It got me thinking about my own life —
about when I became a Christian, and whether doing so
made a difference to my degree of optimism.

As a child I remember my father reacting fiercely to any-
thing that looked like pessimism. If I ever expressed a
feeling that I might come last in the race, miss the bus
or not get top marks in the exam, he would thump his
fist on the table and say, “Will you stop looking on the
gloomy side of things. Don’t be like your grandmother!”

by Hilary Jacobs
I never really knew this grandmother, so I had no idea
what he meant. It seemed he just wanted me to be happy
and positive and have “more faith in myself,” as he fre-
quently put it.

I never did develop that “can do” mindset, and never
got to have “faith in myself.” There were always those
unmentioned fears that I would forget my lines, say the
wrong thing, take the wrong turn, or be attacked by a
shark if I went for a swim. I just didn’t talk about them —
especially to my Dad.

Outlook changed

But then something changed my outlook completely.
Becoming a Christian was a multiple bonus experience
for me. Not only did I realise I had a Saviour in Jesus
Christ, but it became clear too that there was a cause
for all the misery and suffering in the world. Jesus was
to return to earth, set up his kingdom, and remove the
cause of all sin and suffering. A wonderful new world
was on its way, and I was going to be there! How’s that
for optimism?

But life goes on, and so do the problems. I learned that
the real hope for Christians does not lie in this world
(1 Corinthians 15:19). It became clear that World War 1
was not “the war to end all wars.” The earthquakes, eco-
nomic woes, tsunamis, famines and uprisings that make

Photo: istockphoto.com



headlines today are not going to end tomorrow. The sub-
tle enemy, who first persuaded humans to cut off their
relationship with their Creator, will not give up his de-
mented grasp until God intervenes (Revelation 20:2-3).

So why do we humans have this amazing thing called
hope? The researcher whose findings resulted in this ar-
ticle actually stumbled on to the brain’s innate optimism
by accident. Complex tests on the memory system re-
vealed that while we tend to forget details of past events,
we are capable of imagining future events with great
optimism. The volunteers in another study reported that
their images of desirable events were richer and more
vivid than those of undesirable ones. This test revealed
heightened activity in two critical regions of the brain
which are central to the processing and modulation of
emotion and motivation. The more optimistic a person
was, the higher was the activity in these regions.

Then again, these two critical areas of the brain showed
abnormal activity in depressed individuals. Interesting-
ly, the researcher says people with mild depression are
relatively accurate when predicting future events. They
see the world as it is.

Without these crucial areas of the brain acting as they
do, humans would be chronically depressed, and might
never move forward, invent anything, or enjoy life at
all. The resulting despair would have hindered any
such thing as concern about global warming, attempt-
ing to live healthily, even having children. Surely this is
why God designed these characteristics into the human
thought processes. He intended for humans to live, not to
die before we were born.

Hope for our future

The Bible is full of promises of a great future hope for
all mankind. Jeremiah — sometimes called a prophet of
doom because of all his dire warnings, said to Israel, “So
there is hope for your future, declares the Lord. Your
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children will return to their own land” (Jeremiah 31:17).

Jesus said he would draw all men to himself after his
resurrection (John 12:32). The last chapters of the Book
of Revelation clearly depict a wonderful future for man-
kind.

I have to admit though; I still don’t feel optimistic about
this world. Evils are mounting on all sides, and it’s dis-
tressing to have enjoyed a meal when you know that up
north on the same continent, there is rampant starvation.
I love watching the waves break over the rocks down at
our local beach. The bigger and more powerful they are,
the more spectacular and entertaining. But then [ remem-
ber it was a super-sized one of these which engulfed an
entire Japanese city. I’'m aware every time I get into my
car that accidents happen out there. At least my chances
of being eaten by a shark are now almost non-existent
seeing I don’t swim in the sea anymore.

But even in the midst of this depressing world, we can
right now, have great joy in coming to an intimate re-
lationship with our Saviour Jesus. As we draw close to
him and share our concerns and requests with him, we
are assured that the peace of God—something beyond
the grasp of any science researcher—will guard our
hearts and minds (Philippians 4:7).

What has changed is the kind of optimism I have. I no
longer look at what this world has to offer me. Don’t get
me wrong. I enjoy good things like family visits, good
music and movies, and dinner with friends. But it’s short
term. What really turns me on is the thought of Jesus
ruling the world with perfect love, peace, justice and joy.
That’s really worth looking forward to, and it’s for sure.

Printed by kind permission of Face2face

! Time magazine June 9 2011, page 34, ‘The Optimism bias by Tali
Sharot’

with the Worldwide Church of Geod.
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Modern science is a triumph of human reason-
ing. Is it not amazing that we can search out and
find evidence that proves all physical things can be
traced back to one source?

The “Big Bang” is the name we commonly give to
this source. From this point we can trace the time-
line of the Universe, through the formation of stars,
galaxies and black holes.

We also see the creation of our very own Sun and
planet Earth. Biologists plot the rise of life from
“primordial soup” to complex beings, including
ourselves.

All the things of this physical world — gravity, elec-
tricity, chemical reactions, the creation of gas, oil &
coal, dinosaurs and bees — to name just a few, can
be traced back and eventually be explained from
the point that is the “Big Bang”.

But here’s a puzzle that sets my mind racing. All
those physical aspects can be explained. But what
about the non-physical ones?

For example, where does Beauty come from? Per-
haps beauty is just an accident. As human beings
“fit” in the world, maybe we have evolved to like
the things that suit us.

BY IAN WOODLEY

A tougher one: Justice. On what basis do we have
the idea that the universe should in some way be
just? Yet, humans construct great legal systems to
promote, even fight for, justice. Where does this
view of the cosmos come from?

One that makes my brain hurt: Mercy. As far as I
see, there is nothing in the physical universe that
promotes the concept of mercy. Lions eat zebra; as-
teroids crash into planets and black holes consume
galaxies.

Is it possible that the source of all things is not just
physical? That perhaps there was a mind at work
— that there is an immaterial aspect to the “Big
Bang”? That would be a plausible way of explain-
ing beauty, justice and mercy.

Human reasoning is so powerful that we can work
out how all things got here. What about reason
itself? Why is the universe reasonable? Does this
point to a “Reason” — a being (for want of a better
word) — behind all things?

The “Big Bang” explains many aspects of our uni-
verse. But not all. Where do all those immaterial
qualities come from? Perhaps the idea of “God” has
a lot going for it.

Photo: 1stockphoto.com



Don’t Be Spooked

It seems to be great sport in some circles today to ques-
tion, undermine and ridicule Christian faith.

The whole idea of God is a delusion, argues the noted
atheist, Professor Richard Dawkins. Others say that re-
ligion has had a negative impact on human society and
should therefore be banned. Some believe that those
who teach religious concepts to children be considered
guilty of child abuse. And recently published books ask
us to believe that certain extra-biblical “gospels” may
give us deeper insights into understanding Jesus than the
New Testament.

Meanwhile, amazing new scientific discoveries about
the nature of physical reality are being commandeered
by skeptics to challenge the relevance of the Bible.
Some of their arguments are sophisticated and techni-
cal, far above the education and expertise levels of most
believers.

We ordinary Christians seem to be outnumbered and
outgunned. But before we allow ourselves to be spooked
by new discoveries and technical information we aren’t
equipped to deal with, let’s keep in mind that all truth
is God’s truth. Science can only discover what God put
there to begin with.

In other words, the arguments of the skeptics are not
as overwhelming as they sometimes seem. And even
though most of us do not have the training and back-
ground to enter the fray, God has called many capable
men and women who are more than able to defend the
Christian turf in the scientific world.
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Jack and Rosemary Stokes celebrated their Golden
Wedding Anniversary on 7 December 2011. They were
married 50 years ago in Oakhampton in Devon and came
into the Worldwide Church of God in 1969 with both of
them being baptized in Minehead that year. Jack worked
as an auto-mechanic at Ambassador College in Bricket
Wood for a few years and then as a free-lance mechanic
until ill-health made work impossible. They have three
children, Alison, Susan and Robert, and seven grand-
children. Rosemary is an active member of the Wat-

ford congregation, but Jack is unable to attend due to
ill-health.

by Joseph Tkach

They have education and experience, and they are not
intimidated by atheistic arguments of fellow scientists
who can’t see God behind the new frontiers of discovery.
When given the opportunity, they can more than hold
their own, and show that the atheist viewpoint does not
have the final word.

Many believing scientists assure us that the ever-increas-
ing understanding of life’s mysteries has deepened, rath-
er than shattered, their faith. Truth has nothing to fear
from more truth, and you can be sure that Jesus Christ is
not afraid of anything science has or ever will discover
about the universe he created. Neither should we.

It’s also helpful to keep in mind that the Christian faith
spread through the Roman Empire in the first century
not by winning technical debates, but because Christians
lived in the love of Jesus Christ. In times of plague and
famine, it was the Christians who cared for the sick and
destitute. In an age when slaves and women were with-
out power, it was the Christian way of life that gave them
a voice and self-respect.

So don’t let the anti-religious, anti-Christian propaganda
destabilize you. This is not a time to cower and bury our
Christian heads in the sand. Most of us are not trained
to challenge complex scientific arguments or indulge in
sophisticated debate. But all of us are more than able to
make a significant contribution in a way that really does
count — by being the salt of the earth and the light of the
world.
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Is Christianity a Copycat Religion?

What if I told you that there was a historical narrative
that told of a god born of a virgin in a cave on the 25th
of December?

In this narrative he was a great travelling preacher, had
12 disciples, and promised them immortality.

He eventually sacrificed himself for world peace. Fur-
thermore he was buried in a tomb, rose after three days
and instituted something similar to the Lord’s Supper.
And finally that he was considered “the redeemer” and
“the way, the truth and the life.”

If you thought that I was talking about Jesus, you would
be wrong.

Christianity claimed to be a cheap knockoff

In recent years authors like Hugh J. Schonfield and John
H. Randall have claimed that Christianity has copied
many of its doctrines from pagan belief systems. Core
beliefs like the virgin birth of Jesus, his death and resur-
rection, have been clouded in controversy because these
authors claim such concepts pre-date Christ.

Timothy Freke & Peter Gandy who wrote the book 7he
Jesus Mysteries said the following: “Why should we
consider the stories of Osiris , Dionysus, Adonis, Attis,
Mithras and the other pagan mystery saviours as fables,
yet come across essentially the same story told in a Jew-
ish context and believe them to be the biography of a
carpenter from Bethlehem?”

Building the defence

Before we start looking at specific examples that refute
these statements it is important to note two things.

1) History proves that Jesus lived and died: With
more than 24 000 manuscripts and complete copies of
the New Testament books that date between 50 and 300
years after they were originally written, the Bible stands
out as the best preserved ancient document of all time.
Not only that, but we have 17 contemporary non Chris-
tian sources that provide specific information on Chris-
tianity and Jesus, and 11 of these speak of the death of
Jesus in varying detail. Even if there were striking simi-
larities between the pagan religions and Christianity, it
still does not explain away the historical events that we
are confronted with when examining the Bible as a re-
cord of history.

by Shaun de Greelf

2) Similarities in themselves do not undermine

the authenticity of the biblical text: In The Apologetics

Study Bible For Students, edited by Sean McDowell, the

author describes the following story: There once was a

British Ocean Liner that set sail with an inadequate num-

ber of life boats, and on its maiden voyage collided with

an iceberg and sank. The ship carried 3000 passengers of
whom only 1000 survived.

If T asked you the name of the ship and you answered
the Titanic, you would be wrong. The ship would be the
Titan, a fictional ship described in Morgan Robertson’s
book, Wreck of the Titan (Buccaneer Books, Cutchogue,
New York, 1898). The story of the Titan was written 14
years prior to the actual events which happened on the
Titanic. So does this mean that the Titanic is fiction be-
cause of the striking similarities? Obviously not!

Refuting the critics

In his book The Case for the Real Jesus, Lee Strobel
tackles the theories that critics of Christianity have de-
veloped by interviewing leading Christian scholars on
this subject. In short, the various experts refute the no-
tion that Christianity is a copycat religion by looking at
the following:

The death of many of the pagan gods are tied to cy-
cles

With many of the resurrection myths associated with the
Pagan religions, the death and resurrection of their gods
were tied to vegetation or seasonal cycles. It was used as
a means to explain why things would die in the autumn
and grow again in the spring, or why we had rainy or
dry seasons. Baal, the god of thunder and rain for exam-
ple, would die and be resurrected on an annual basis in
line with the rainy season. His followers believed that
it stopped raining when he died and started once again
when he was raised from the dead.

Attis, another example, was loved by the goddess Cy-
bele. He was however unfaithful to her, and when she
found out she drove him mad. In his demented state he
then castrated himself and died. She apparently took pity
on him and resurrected him. Yearly rituals were kept in
order to guarantee good crops.

This is in stark contrast with Jesus, whose death and
resurrection was a onetime event and had nothing to do
with vegetation or seasonal cycles.



Some gods become zombies

Osiris, one of the other mythical gods is supposedly
killed by his brother who cuts him into 14 pieces and
scatters him all over the world. The goddess Isis then
takes pity on Osiris, collects 13 of the 14 pieces and then
buries him. Unfortunately Osiris is not really resurrected
but instead “zombified” and becomes the god of the un-
derworld, because he could not be completely put back
together again.

No dying and rising Gods that precede Christianity

The Myth of Attis mentioned above pre-dates Christian-
ity, but the resurrection myths only appear on the scene
after Jesus’ death.

T.N.D Mettinger — a senior Swedish scholar and profes-
sor at Lund University admits in his book The Riddle
of the Resurrection that the consensus amongst modern
scholars is nearly universal that there are no dying and
rising gods that precede Christianity.

Virgin births

Another popular claim is that gods like Zeus impreg-
nated virgins without copulation. Their offspring were
then half man half god whose lives began at conception.

The Christian concept of the virgin birth of Jesus is quite
different to those of the Greek gods, who had sex with
humans to satisfy their lusts. Zeus may have impreg-
nated Danae with a golden shower, but it was to satisfy
his lusts. These gods were depicted as beings driven by
what we would call the desires of the flesh, whereas the
same could not be said of Yahweh (God). Furthermore
Jesus was fully God and fully man and his life did not
begin at conception but he has always been I Am, in
other words eternal. It must also be said that the prophet
Isaiah prophesied the virgin birth of Christ hundreds of
years before it took place. So even though Jesus’ birth
might be after some of the other gods, the special nature
of his birth was predicted much earlier than most of his
so-called counterparts.

Refuting Mithras

One of the closest parallels that have been drawn to
Christianity must be the myth of Mithras mentioned in
the introduction. But on closer inspection we find that
the facts have once again been twisted to suit an agenda.

Firstly, although Mithras was born on the 25th of De-
cember, he was not born in a cave but from a rock.

Sculptures of Mithras show him emerging from a rock
at his ‘birth’.

Secondly, the Bible makes no mention of the date on
which Jesus was born. The early Christians celebrated
the 6th of January (as some still do to this day). In all
likelihood the 25th of December was chosen by Con-
stantine in 336 AD as the date to celebrate the birth of
Christ.

Thirdly, Mithras was not a travelling teacher, he was
a god and never explicitly promised eternal life. Why
would one want to follow a god in the first place if there

was no promise of a better future?

Finally, he did not sacrifice himself, but killed a bull,
whose blood was supposed cleanse the sins of his fol-
lowers. We also have no textual evidence to support a
resurrection, and most of the other claims such as the
Lord’s Supper, and about him being the way the truth
and the life, is Christian theology that was later imposed
on this religion.

In the final analysis, there is just not enough evidence to
convict Christianity of being a copycat religion. History
affirms that Christians worship the real Jesus, not some
fake knock off invented to suit our needs.

Indeed Jesus at no time promised his followers a bed of
roses, but that they would have tribulation in this world.
Hardly the kind of message that would draw followers
unless he actually was the way, the truth and the life.

Printed by kind permision of Face2face
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AsTwrite this, the world’s population will have topped
seven billion.

October 31st was the estimated date, although that is
only a guestimate. Population analysis is, at best, an
inexact science. Some countries, especially very large
and very poor ones, have no idea how many people they
have. It is highly likely that our seven billionth inhabit-
ant will be born into one of these countries. There is a
just better than even chance that he will be male, as the
statistics indicate slightly more males born than females.

What does life hold for him? Well, unless he was born
into a very poor country, his chances of surviving infancy
are quite good. So also, believe it or not, are his chanc-
es of not being killed in a
war or a terrorist attack. A
recent report showed that
more of the world is living
in peace than ever before. !

Peace maybe, but not pros-
perity. Life for most people
in our world is still a grim
struggle for survival. Av-
erage income worldwide
is around £4,500 a year.
However, the distribution
is uneven. The median
annual income is only around £1,100. About half the
world’s population has never made a phone call, and
about 40% have never ridden in a car. With the rapid
spread of cheap digital technology this will almost cer-
tainly change during his lifetime. He can expect that
life to last about 64 years (unless the seven billionth per-
son is a girl—women live on average four years longer).
Statistics like this can only be general. And in this pre-
carious world, it all could change—for the better or the
worse. He will have to take his chances. It is hard to
predict anything certain about his future.
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However, there is one thing we can say for certain. We
may not know who the seven billionth person is, or
where he is, but God does. The Creator, who is “sus-
taining all things by his powerful word” (Hebrews 1:3)
is very much aware of the details of his creation. Je-
sus told us that whereas “five sparrows are sold for two
pennies ... not one of them is forgotten by God.” (Luke
12:6)

How many sparrows are there? There are at least 35
kinds of sparrows in the world. Some flocks have been
estimated as numbering 20 million. So how many indi-
vidual birds are there? God knows.

Jesus also said that we humans are of much greater val-
ue to him. “Even the very
® hairs of your head are all
numbered,” he explained.
Our seven billionth baby
probably doesn’t have too
many hairs on his little
head yet, but God knows
about him, loves him, and
" has plans for him. Those
plans were established “be-
fore the foundation of the
world.” Jesus, the Son of
God, was born as one of
us. At that time there were
probably only about half a
billion people alive. He lived, died and was resurrected
for them. And for all who had gone before and would
come after—a number estimated at just over 100 billion
altogether.

So welcome to the human race, whoever you are and
wherever you are. And Happy Christmas—it is good

news for you too.

Printed by kind permission of Christian Odyssey
I Associated Press, Oct. 22, 2011
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Members In Greece

Nancy and David Silcox visited out small group of
Church Members in Greece during December 2011.
Michael and Sonja Marcou met them at the airport and
took them out to dinner the first night to discuss plans
for the coming few days together. They had arranged a
Bible Study followed by a meal together at the home of
Manuel and Evgenia Phoenix.

Following the Bible Study, the group
had a lengthy discussion about the
situation of the members in Greece
and the role that our fellowship might
play into the future. They are hoping
that with the funds they hold in the
Church Bank Account in Greece, that they will be able
to sponsor a visit from a Minister at least once a year.

We then enjoyed a wonderful banquet provided by Eu-
genia and Manuel in their home. Besides Michael and
Sonja Marcou, and Manuel and Evgenia Phoenix, Mi-

by Nancy Silcox
chael Wells had come down on the train from Thessa-
lonika. Unfortunately, Michael’s wife, Yiota, and their
twin daughters were not able to come. Panos Mandrides
was also not able to attend.

The next day there was a ‘Church Outing’ together—the
Marcou’s, Phoenix’s and Silcox’s drove over the moun-
tains to Marathon, where we enjoyed
lunch together on the sea front. After
driving back to Athens, we spent a
couple of hours together over coffee
and cake in a restaurant, which gave
us plenty of time for fellowship and
discussing various topics and ques-
tions that arose.

David and Nancy were able to spend more time in the
next two days with Michael and Sonja before they re-
turned from the balmy Mediterranean climate of Greece
to the frosty UK.

Photos from Our Paignton Autumn Harvest Festival
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of 1f c. Contaglous Love

During Jesus’ ministry, he often upset the religious
establishment of the day by extending love to people
considered “unlovable.” As in all societies, during Je-
sus’ day, there was the “in” crowd and the outcasts.

The “in crowd,” as characterized by the Pharisees and
Sadducees, was a group, smug about their goodness
and holiness. They could make a great show of treat-
ing each other well, but made no time for the lower
elements of society.

In contrast, Jesus spent most of his time with the out-
casts. He forgave a woman caught in the act of adul-
tery. He treated a prostitute with dignity and respect.
He made friends with the much-despised tax collec-
tors and with others who were considered beyond the
pale of polite society. He touched and healed lepers —
the ultimate outcasts of the day. Jesus found his clos-
est friends among the common working people of his
day.

Jesus revealed that our human capacity to love, needs
to be extended beyond just those we know and like.
He told his followers to pay special attention to those
whom society has rejected. In the parable of the Sheep
and the Goats (Matthew 25:31-46), Jesus identified
with the suffering of the sick, the loneliness of the
prisoner and the plight of the poor. He told us to help
them, saying in verse 40, “...whatever you did for one
of the least of these brothers and sisters of mine, you
did for me.”

That kind of love is contagious. It often brings out the
best in anyone who receives it or witnesses it. Jesus
was remembered as a man who “went around doing
good,” Acts 10:38 tells us. Those who followed him
after his resurrection were soon called “Christians,”
and it was not long before their unusual way of life
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began to be noticed.

In hard economic times Christians were generous.
When plagues struck, Christians nursed the sick.
When widows and orphans were left to fend for them-
selves, Christians cared for them. Even though Chris-
tians were often despised and persecuted, their lives
of love also tended to prick the consciences of those
who knew about them, causing many to join them in
their labors of love.

We do the same today, but if our labor in Christ is to be
genuine, it should never be geared to draw attention
to ourselves, or to get people to come to our church.
We don’t serve others to show them something about
us, but to show them something about them. When
we help the poor and the outcasts we let them know
that they do matter and that they are included in God’s
love, no matter who they are or what they have done.

Once we begin to understand that there is no place
and no person that God’s love does not reach, we can
look at ourselves in a different way, as God’s beloved
children. We can also look at others in a different way.
There is no “in” crowd or outcasts. Everyone matters,
and everyone has been included in God’s love. There
is redemption for every person; all they have to do is
believe it and embrace it.

Maybe your life of love and service in Christ will help
them do that!

I’'m Joseph Tkach, speaking of LIFE.

This article is derived from Speaking of Life, a week-
ly video program presented by Joseph Tkach on the
Grace Communion International website, go to http://
www.speakingoflife.org/
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