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The Craftsman
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On the wall in my office is a wooden carving of the Praying Hands. It’s not a particularly great carving. The wood is not a high-quality wood, but rather what appears to be a scrap of soft wood that has endured nicks and scratches over the years. The stain has faded making the hands appear worn and the knots in the wood make the hands appear gnarled, but grateful.

I don't know the craftsman's name; never have known it, never will. I don't know how old he is or even what country he is from; in fact, I know nothing about him except how these praying hands came into my possession. 

By the looks of the workmanship, I doubt that he was even a skilled craftsman, but, as in many forms of art, beauty is in the eyes of the beholder. Nevertheless, the craftsman of this carving and I have a special bond that has stretched for over fifty years.

As a young man in the U.S. Navy, I was stationed in Rota, Spain. Not too far from Rota was a small city named Puerto de Santa Maria — Port of Saint Mary, which was located on the Bay of Cadiz. The city was referred to as El Puerto — The Port. It was rich in history, but one thing of special interest, especially to Americans, was the prison in El Puerto.

It was an old prison. The building was made of hand-chiseled stone and was well known for being cold and damp. Violence and illness ran rampant in the prison now as it did in its early days. In the last few decades there were some improvements made to the prison, but it was still cold and damp in the winter and stifling hot in the Spanish summers. And just as the men inside could not get out, the cool ocean breeze that we enjoyed in the summer could not penetrate the thick, stone walls.

This prison was the actual prison that Christopher Columbus got many of his sailors for his second voyage to the New World. He sailed from Cadiz on September 24, 1493. The prison was very, very old and run down long before I ever saw it.

To relieve the intense boredom and conditions in the prison, some of the inmates created crafts to be sold in the prison gift shop, which gave them spending money while serving their time. It is from that gift shop that these Praying Hands came from.

I don't know why the craftsman was in prison, whether he ever got out, or if he is still in there.  All I know is that he decided to create those praying hands and I bought them and for that reason he and I have a unique bond that he doesn't even know about. Whatever this man did there was a glimmer in him that made him decide to put his time into creating those Praying Hands. I wish he could know how I have cherished these hands all these years. I think about him often and pray that he is well.

But then I began to wonder: Do we truly appreciate how praying hands can impact our lives and those around us?

May the love and peace of Christ be with you, always.
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The Silent Prayer
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The man sat silently at the table looking around the dimly lit room. He was by himself, which is different than being alone. As the waitress approached his table with his dinner he looked up and smiled at her. She asked the inevitable question, "Can I get you anything else?" He smiled and shook his head 'no' and the waitress walked away to tend to other tables.

The man's hands were resting on the table on each side of his dinner plate. He looked down at his plate as though he was examining the food, but his gaze was deeper than the plate of food. It was a thoughtful gaze. After a moment he picked up his fork and began eating.

In my younger days I was a road warrior for companies that I worked for. It was not unusual to have a schedule to fly from the Northeast and work my way down to Florida. If a problem came up elsewhere the travel plans would change, and I would fly to another city. Often, I would wake up in a hotel room and have to think to recall what city I was in.

Like the man sitting by himself at the table, I too, spent many meals at a table for one. Far too often I would simply grab a quick bite at a fast-food drive through, but occasionally I would force myself to go into a sit-down meal with vegetables and grilled fish, rather than a burger and fries. It appeared that this man by himself was doing the same.

As I watched the waitress walk away from his table and the man gaze down at his plate, I realized that in his subtle, inconspicuous way, he was praying. I doubt that the words ‘thou’ or ‘thee’ was crafted into his prayer, it was simply, "Lord, I thank you" — something along those lines. It was no production, just a simple pause and thanks for the food and Lord knows what else. But it appeared heart-felt and undoubtedly received by God.

But then I began to wonder: How often do we turn away from simple heart-felt prayers and opt for the show and glitz of grandstanding when we pray. When we see a professional football player drop to his knees and act like a "football prayer" rather than a football player do we buy into the showmanship of the moment, or do we hold fast to the belief of a simple prayer to God? When we see the high school sports teams and cheerleaders banding in prayer, do we buy into the showmanship? Is this as rewarding to God as a heart-felt prayer in private? Is it good enough to banish a bumper sticker indicating we are Christian, but then let our actions show otherwise?

Matthew 6:5-6 says "And when you pray, you must not be like the hypocrites; for they love to stand and pray in the synagogues and at the street corners, that they may be seen by men. Truly I say to you, they have their reward. But when you pray, go into your room and shut the door and pray to your Father who is in secret; and your Father who sees in secret will reward you."

Praying with others is a deep commitment to our brothers and sisters, but all too often I fear we cross the line into showmanship. The next time you have a moment; say a silent prayer to God. No words are necessary if it comes from the heart. It can be as simple and honest as the man by himself.

May the love and peace of Christ be with you, always.
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The Blurred World of Ice Cream
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I am a lover of ice cream. And although I enjoy the many flavors of ice cream, my favorite is vanilla ice cream. I am talking about the pure cream and sugar ice cream, not the ice cream with air mixed in to make it appear creamy.

Ice cream has always been a big part of our family. I remember visiting my grandmother who undoubtedly passed on the ice cream lovers’ gene to my mother and her on to me. When we would visit my grandparents, my grandmother would have the typical desserts. But she always had ice cream as an option. She did not adhere to the one-half cup serving size either. In the summertime she would top the ice cream with fresh strawberries that she had picked from her garden. The strawberries were cut up and doused with sugar to make a sweet juice.

But ice cream isn't what it used to be. Look at any ice cream section in a grocery store and you will see what I mean. You can get every concoction with artificial flavors with ingredients no one can pronounce. You can get low fat, non-fat, less sugar, lactose free and on and on. One ingredient you will not see on the label is air. Air is pumped into the ice cream to give it a creamy texture when less than premium ingredients are used. If you look closely enough you will even find an option in the ice cream section that will have, in small print, "non-dairy dessert."

This blurring of ice cream progression seems to be prevalent in our society in general. We have financial institutions, that were once deemed rock solid, fined billions of dollars for unacceptable business practices all in the name of greed. We have athletes who are caught taking performance enhancing drugs. Our political world has spiraled down and out of control. We have politicians who preach one thing and are caught doing that which they preached against.

But then I began to wonder: Do we not have that same blurring progression of our view of the Bible.

Hardly a day goes by that we do not hear some politician or other public figure quoting the Bible, yet all too often the quote is either decontextualized or is not a Biblical quote at all. A recent football coach who was fired went on during the press conference quoting from the Bible that "This too shall pass." Yet that quote is not in the Bible.

Many people wear the Bible and religion on their sleeve and tout it every chance they get. Yet, where it comes to people who may not look exactly like "us", they turn a blind eye. What happened to the belief in Matthew 25:40 where it says, "Truly I say to you, as you did it to one [image: image]of the least of these my brethren, you did it to me." Or Matthew 25:35 where it says, "for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you gave me drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me."

Undoubtedly, it is easy to pull a passage out of the Bible that if taken out of context will support your belief. People prefer knowing biblical passages that they believe will reinforce their preexisting beliefs. But this is a dangerous approach to understanding the Bible. We need to get past the blurring of the Bible. 1 John 4:20 states it very clear. "If any one says "1 love God," and hates his brother he is a liar...".

We need to get back to the sweet taste of pure ice cream without all the artificial ingredients, the air pumped in, to the point that it winds up being a "non-dairy dessert." We need the essence of the Bible so we can keep our actions in the context of what the Bible says. John 13:34 gives us the test where we need to begin. "A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another; even as I have loved you, that you love one another."

If our actions do not pass the love one another test, we need to reevaluate ourselves.

May the love and peace of Christ be with you, always.
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