Bloom Where God Has Planted You

Psalm 1


Christians sometimes wonder what earthly good it is to believe in God.  To be a follower of Jesus.  We know that our faith connects us with eternity, with the kingdom of God and life everlasting.  But sometimes it seems like the difficulties of life just keep coming at us.  What has our faith done for us in the here and now?   


Some of you may remember these statistics.  Studies have shown that people who are active in their church have "fewer strokes, less heart disease, less clinical depression, better immune-system function, lower blood pressure, and fewer anxiety attacks, and they are much less likely to commit suicide than the population at large. These findings come from secular medical schools and schools of public health.


"In the most striking finding, Dr. Harold Koenig of Duke University Medical Center has calculated that. . .  'lack of religious involvement has an effect on mortality that is equivalent to 40 years of smoking one pack of cigarettes per day.'. . .Another . . . study, conducted mainly by researchers at the University of Texas, found that those who regularly attended worship services lived an average of seven years longer than those who never attended."  (Gregg Easterbrook, quoted in Leadership Magazine, Winter 2000, 77)


To use the language of the Psalm, they are like trees planted by streams of water, which yield their fruit in its season, and their leaves do not wither.  In all that they do, they prosper.  


I think that in this dry summer we can grasp the significance of this analogy—being a tree planted by streams of water.  Israel is a desert country, and if you are going to plant something you need to know that there is going to be a steady source of water so the plant will not dry up.  It’s also true that a tree planted will do better than one that simply springs up any old where.  God’s people are like trees planted by the waters of life.  God has planted us, and God has provided all that we need.  Therefore, we will grow and be productive and we will not wither.  


Not so the wicked.  Their fortunes are as fickle as Enron stock.  They are like the chaff that the wind drives away.  There is no weight to their argument and no depth to their character.   For a while, they may appear to do well, even to do better than God’s people do.  But they are a promise with no substance.    


For instance, a palm reader by the name of Lola Rose Miller was reading the palm of an woman, who unbeknownst to Lola, was an undercover policewoman.  Lola said that she could end the woman’s marital problems by removing a potato-shaped evil spirit inside her body if she’d come back with a glass of water, a dirty sock and $1,200.  Instead, the officer came back with a warrant for Lola’s arrest.  She probably should have seen it coming.  (parables, etc. 22.5.8)  All promise and no substance.  


Psalm 1 makes it clear that being a person of faith really does make a difference in the here and now.  Not just in some dim distant future.  It truly is better with God in your life. 


The conclusion of the Psalm speaks of God’s care for those who are righteous and says that the way of the wicked will perish.  Neither of these end products are a matter of reward or punishment.  But we reap what we sow. The decisions that we make in life take us either toward God or toward evil.  The point is that we take a very active role in the bettering of our life.  It’s not just a matter of going with the flow.   It’s a matter of making some very distinct decisions in two very important directions.   Away from evil and toward God. 


 A man told the story of how his hometown was intentionally flooded when the corps of engineers built a large dam, and created a very large lake encompassing the town.  He said that it was a very painful experience watching his hometown die before the flooding ever began.  When people learned about the plan to flood the town and knew they would end up relocating, they immediately stopped taking care of their town.  Why paint a house that will soon be covered with water?  Why repair a building when the whole village will soon be wiped out?  Garbage collected in the streets, as week after week, the process of deterioration set in.  The man’s closing observation was that, “When there is no faith in the future, there is no power in the present.”  (parables, etc. 22.5.6)


It strikes me that moral and spiritual deterioration happen in a similar way, and for a similar reason.   If you lack faith in God’s future, then what’s the point.  But if you know that God has planted you by streams of living water, if you know that God loves you and has a purpose for your life, then you can bloom where God has planted you.

The Psalm describes how the downward spiral of moral and spiritual deterioration happens.  The Psalm speaks of following the advice of the wicked, taking the path of sinners, and sitting in the seat of scoffers.  It starts innocently enough, by listening to things that are not helpful but hurtful.  Then, beyond just listening, we begin to participate, we walk the same self-destructive path that others have trod.  Then we sit down and stay there.  It becomes a habitual lifestyle.  This same downward spiral fits all kinds of evil.  Whether it is a personal kind of evil that is self-destructive, like a bad habit, an addiction.  Or a social evil, like unhealthy competition or abusive behavior.  

Imagine that every day you walk by a bakery on your way to work or to school.  You’re a diabetic, so sweet pastries are not on your list of things to eat.  But as you walk by that bakery, the most wonderful aromas waft by your nose, and you just pause for a moment to enjoy the thought of those rich, fresh donuts.  The next day you step inside, and there are some free samples – donut holes – sitting on the counter.  You taste just one, and quickly exit.  The next day you step inside, take a deep breath, and order a bear’s claw.  And you sit down in the booth and savor every bite.  And you come back, the next day and the next day and the next.  And you start bringing your friends.  In spite of the fact that you’re starting to feel really light headed and weak.  

The Psalm encourages us to really think about the advice we are listening to, the people we hang out with, and the environment in which we live and work every day.  Who are you listening to?   What ideas and philosophies are you exposing yourself to? And who are you hanging out with?  Are your friends dragging you along to places and activities that you would not be a part of otherwise?  Are they activities that are harmful to you or to others?  Have you settled into an environment that has a negative effect on who you are, instead of helping you to thrive?  

So often we concentrate on what other people are doing, and what is happening to us, that we forget that we are making decisions all the time.  And it’s our decisions that propel us in one direction or the other.  So, be intentional in your decisions.  Don’t just float.  Decide well.  And take ownership of those decisions.  

Happy are those who do not follow the advice of the wicked, or take the path that sinners tread, or sit in the seat of scoffers.  It’s a good thing to stay away from people or places that drag you down.   Why?  Because it’s not fulfilling, it’s not healthy, and it won’t last.  

Now, that’s sort of how I grew up.  Don’t do this, don’t do that, and for goodness sake, don’t even think of doing that.   The problem is that this is only half the story. It’s one-dimensional spirituality.  It’s good to stay away from wickedness, but you can’t thrive on the negative.  If you really want your spiritual life to thrive, you need to listen to the other side of the equation.  Their delight is in the law of the LORD, and on his law they meditate day and night.  
The use of the word “law” may make it sound like the do’s and don’ts again.  And it may sound like we are supposed to spend all day just sitting around praying.  What the Psalm writer is trying to get across is the idea that we need to choose to spend time with God and to listen to God’s instructions.   To carry God’s word with us wherever we are, at work, at home, at play.  Instead of listening to the advice of “whoever” and letting that negative downward spiral have its way with you, make a conscious decision to spend time with God, listening, reading, absorbing what God wants to tell you.  

Remember too every time you are faced with a decision to go one way or another, that there is a prior decision that’s been made.  That is, God decided to plant you by the streams of living water.  God has provided everything you need to thrive.  To be whole and happy and productive.  No one can take that potential away from you.  Cancer can’t, and neither can divorce.  Even death can’t take it away.  

But you need to decide that you’re going to bloom where God has planted you.  
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