Restored Heart – A Return To God’s Heart – My Heart’s Journey

Who am I?  Awhile ago I was asked if I wanted to speak this Sunday.  While trying to figure out where to go with it last month, Wayne wrote me:

”Part of me wants encourage you to do something different, like take the students on the journey of "Where Chad Hart Got His Heart for Jesus."

You have been going through First and Second Samuel – looking into the life of King David and his journey of the Heart.  So I considered the life of King David:

David was a Shepard, a musician, a solider, a king, a poet, a devoted friend and father, a hero.  He also was a liar, an adulterer, and murderer.  He lived with tremendous joy and energy – he poured his soul into everything he did.  His sins were great – yet so was his heartfelt repentance.  His faults were as great as his virtues.  Some of the greatest poetry ever written came from David’s heart while pouring out his soul to his Creator.  Jesus was even a descendant of David.
That’s a tough act to follow – probably as tough as Winter Camp.

And as I looked at my own life while trying to prepare this journey – 20 years now – I kept seeing how faithful God has been to me and how faithful I am not.  
And I remembered a man from my childhood – a man -  who like David also had great joy and devotion of the heart.  
He was the Reverend Herman King.

For 20 years Herman King was the pastor of a small Baptist Church called Lincoln Wood.  Pastor King used to drive a school bus around on Sundays – rounding up children in different neighborhoods to take them to Sunday school.  He was a man that went to the prisons, the jails, the soup kitchens, the hospitals, the nursing homes.  Sometimes he used the school bus to take the homeless to the Sunday service.  Sometimes when he gave sermons he cried because he wanted everyone to feel the love that felt in his heart.  He was always a phone call or a letter away.  Once my mom missed Church and he sent a postcard saying he missed her being there – my mother still has that postcard, and for all these years I thought it was just another refrigerator decoration.
When he became older and retired as Pastor he would stop by my house to drive my brother to Sunday school when my mother had to work.  My mother always had donuts and coffee waiting for him – and every week he would ask me if I wanted to go to Church.  I would shake my head and say “Not yet.  Not yet.”  Eventually I said I was ready and I went to Sunday school at Lincoln Wood until shortly after the good Pastor died when I was eight years sold.  


But I continued to tell God “Not Yet” throughout my life.

Even though I’m 20 – I still remember what it was like to be 13 – wondering where I fit in, what am I cut out to do, what do my friends, my parents, my teachers, my coaches, and my teammates expect of me?  What do I expect from myself?
What do these hairs, pimples, and push-ups while wearing an all-cotton uniform in gym class mean?  What really matters in live – what do I really care about?  Sometimes I find myself asking these questions still – though I could probably find good use for a gym class.

When I was a teenager, what was real were the possibilities for worldly success I saw around me.  I was chasing my dreams of wealth and excitement.  I was working for an online music company – on the edge of the entertainment and technology world.  I even went to California one summer weekend on a business trip – and I think deep down my parents and friends feared I might catch a plane someday to the west coast and never come back.  I was 16 and had aspirations of being a millionaire before I even left high school – anything seemed possible.  I figured I had a 1 in 10 chance of making it.  I wanted to live life on my own terms.  But this fell to dust.

I’m reminded of Matthew Chapter 16: Verses 24 Through 26:

Then Jesus said to his disciples, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it. What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul?

I trusted on my own creativity and handiwork.  I was ignoring God, even though his whisperings in my ear became louder and louder. 

When I came to Northeast I kept those I had met in the Church at an arm’s distance.  I had kept God further away than that.  Every Sunday I would feel a singe in my heart.  Yet I would do whatever I could do to keep it from burning any deeper in my life.  

I didn’t want God to change my life – Not yet, I told God.  Not yet. 

My heart was splitting. It felt like the Spirit was holding me and then I would push it away.  When God held me tighter I pushed harder.

Eventually I became tired of pushing.  The rest of the youth group was going to a conference held in Colorado one summer – and I was going with them.  

I waited on the Lord.  And I didn’t have to wait long.  


The Lord overtook me that week with his glory and confronted me with my sinfulness.  I saw who He was and who I was not.  I saw who I was made to be.  It was time to take my faith seriously.  It was time to let go, it was time to surrender my life.

I remember walking under Colorado’s clear night sky and looking up at the stars.  I smiled and thought about the Lord’s power and the beauty of his creativity.  
In Genesis 15 God is comforting Abraham – who is heartbroken.  He reminds Abraham of his great promise.  Whenever I read verses 5 and 6,  I am reminded of my moment looking upwards towards the Colorado sky.
Genesis Chapter 15: Verses 5 and 6:

And He took him outside and said, "Now look toward the heavens, and count the stars, if you are able to count them." And He said to him, "So shall your descendants be." Then he believed in the LORD; and He reckoned it to him as righteousness.

If I belong to Christ than I am one of those stars under God’s promise to Abraham – how great it is to belong.  To be a part of God’s plan and God’s family.

After all of this, I realized I needed fellowship.  I realized I needed accountability.  I realized I needed to make good use of the gifts God placed around me.  I needed fellowship.  I needed a small group.  I needed mentoring.  What I needed I received.  
We’re meant to have others beside us in this life – not so we may feel better about ourselves – but so we can remain strong in the Lord and give our strength to build up others around us.  This need is exemplified in:
Ecclesiastes Chapter 4: 9 Though 12
9 Two are better than one, 
because they have a good return for their work: 
10 If one falls down, 
his friend can help him up. 
But pity the man who falls 
and has no one to help him up! 
11 Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. 
But how can one keep warm alone? 
12 Though one may be overpowered, 
two can defend themselves. 
A cord of three strands is not quickly broken.

I wish that starry night in Colorado and my baptism two weeks later were the end of sin and struggles in my life – but they weren’t.  That wouldn’t be real.  And I want to be real with right now.
My senior year of high school came and sped past fast.  I’ve watched   the group as it was then as it is now go from one spiritual revival to another – I’ve watched myself go from one spiritual revival to another – how sad that is.  How unfaithful we are to our Lord.

And then I was in college.  Some of you won’t be going to college – you’ll be in the real world and you’ll need to make your faith real or it won’t survive.  Neither will you.
But College is also a time when faith is made real – students either make it real or it won’t survive.  And then they don’t survive.
When you’re in college – you start all alone – eating with other people and having other people to eat with became the most important thing in the world to me.  I remember feeling tired of eating alone – so I decided to pray before my meals.  That way I knew I would not be eating alone.
One of my first nights I was laying on my bed – my roommate hadn’t moved in yet – and I felt alone.  I realized how dependant on God’s provision I was.

Yet God did provide because He is faithful.  He provided me with a Christian fellowship.  He provided me with a small group, and place where I could worship, and he provided me with a place where people poured themselves into me.  Older students and staff members invested their time and energy into me.  And I made other friends, too.
I was exposed to ideas and beliefs that were different than my own and different than anything I had been exposed to.  Whether it be a new philosophy, a new science, a new religion, or a new culture – in college you must understand them.  Because if we don’t understand how the world thinks the world works – how can we truly understand and appreciate the way we know the world works? It isn’t enough to know what you believe; you must understand why you believe.
And during my first year of college I began to struggle with what I was going to do with my life.  Now you are asked “what are you going to do when you grow up?” or “What are you going to do when you graduate?” – College students are asked “What’s you’re major?”  I thought I was going to be a journalist – yet I wasn’t sure.  
And as I went into this past summer, my entire world was shaken.  Yet like a fool I looked little to God.  If only I had remembered what God had done for me.
I don’t know how to describe what happened this summer – and I don’t know how to understand God’s grace.  

Yet when I hit the University of Illinois campus this year, as a sophomore, the Lord provided for me.  I had an energy that didn’t relent - I kept outreaching to new students for two weeks.  I’m co-leading a bible study this year, I’m mentoring and being mentored by others.  I never spent so much time in my own bible and other Christian reading.  I’ve never had so much prayer.  I’ve never poured myself into people before – and the Lord has a strange sense of timing – my best ministry moments seem to happen between the hours of 3 AM and 6 AM.  The Lord never sleeps – and I keep strange hours.
But I’ll tell you the struggle about my future continued on.  And I’ll say that I was thankful for the Lord making it clear to me that I hated journalism – but I’m less happy for the things that came to pass this past Fall.  
Yet I feel like I’ve been in the winepress.  Unlike last Summer – when I didn’t look to my Heavenly Father for help – this past Fall I depended on him.
And it was during this time I found a note card in my bible.  I didn’t recognize the handwriting, and I still don’t, but when I found the card I looked up the scripture written on it:

It Was 1 Peter Chapter 5: Verses 10 And 11

And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast. To him be the power for ever and ever. Amen.

How encouraging that was to me!  That card could have been in my bible for years – or it could have just been put there.  Yet the message was timeless.  God’s word is always valuable.  

It is also encouraging to see the way God is working at school.  In my dorm, the 100 feet around me, I realize that there are lives at stake.  Before this year I didn’t realize that three of my college friends were even Christian – how sad is that?  Now, God is apart of the way we talk.  I’ve seen their spiritual side.  I think often how I can better care for my friends – sometimes I ask them what I can pray for them about.
Before this year, I know I told God that I wasn’t ready to start making a difference.  I told him not to use me.  Not yet.  But there is no better time than now.

During Christmas break I was at a college-age get together at the Hammock’s.  Some of the students were first year and some of them weren’t.  Some were worried about if they were at the right school or were studying the right thing.  Some had just fallen away – and knew they had.
I said this to them: It’s not where you go, but what you do when you get there.

I’m not sure where I’m going in my life – but I know a few things.

Going back once more to Herman King – he became a believer in his thirties.  He was convicted to see and help people who are hurting and to comfort the lonely.  He was committed to a life a love that helps – and not just hopes.  

So what do I know?  I know this:
There are so many roads to so many ministries.  I think I’ll be a teacher – but where I’m really heading is a place where I can make real differences in people’s lives – to pour myself into them.   

The question you have to ask is – is every moment of your life worth the blood of Christ, is it worth His sacrifice? That’s a hard thing to ask, it’s a hard challenge to live up to.  But it’s a question you have to face.  Are you wasting your time right now?  Are Wayne and Tim wasting their time?  Are you redeeming every moment of your lives?  Because when I look back at the years I’ve wasted, sometimes I feel really sad.  But God always redeems me – He always makes the difference.  

And one thing I’ve struggled with is the idea that I had to go to Bible college.  You know what friends, you don’t need to go to Bible College to do ministry. When you walk out of this Church realize one thing:  You are entering you mission field.  Every day.  You don’t have to graduate high school to make a difference in people’s lives.  You don’t have to wait until you’re in high school to make yourself right with God.  If you think that you’re just procrastinating.  You’re not living your life the way you could be.
And so I say this to you – make every moment count, feel God’s heart.  Get in the Word – everyday, and pray.

And when you pray – make sure you realize who you are talking to:  The God that created you, the God that can destroy you, the God that saved you, and the God that will judge you.

And right now I’ll just end us in prayer.

Heavenly Father, you’ve placed things on our hearts for years, for months, for weeks, for days, for maybe just a few moments.  Lord I pray that we would listen to that.  And Lord, I pray that our hearts would not turn hard, that our hearts would not turn away, and Lord I pray that we could seek others to help us along the way, Lord.  I pray that we would live a real life – a life that’s after you.  And I pray for the Holy Spirit for guidance.  And I pray for your Son’s unyielding love.  And it’s in His name we pray, amen.  

