Highs and Lows
Over Christmas I have been reading an anthology of short stories and poems from Aotearoa and the Pacific.
God often speaks to me through what I read, even if it is secular.
One story in that anthology that struck me is called “Sailing to Aotearoa” by Michelle Elvy[footnoteRef:1]. She was talking of her family’s journey on the Pacific in their yacht to NZ. [1:  Michelle Ely “Sailing to Aotearoa” in Ihimaeara & Elvy Whakaruru-taha A Kind of Shelter 238] 

In her descriptions, I hear something deeper. I hear something from God and something about our spiritual life.
Let me read you some of the story.
“A calm sea is mirror still. On windless days you can’t distinguish the line between the sea and the sky. The horizon is a shimmery mirage – blurred and beckoning.
But there is movement. You are lifted and set down gently between waves: the height of a hill, when you can almost see around the world, then the deep trough, the surrounding blue”.
It reminded me so much about life. Life consists of times when there are highs and lows and boring flat bits.


Michelle continues: “In the highs, inhale, reach up and out. Stretch to the sky – you can almost reach it. Now open your arms to the sides and hold them above the earth, turn you head and gaze across the length of your arm, out over your fingertips extending forward: beyond today and tomorrow…A gentle lift: optimism down through your spine. You stand tall and a line extends from the crown of your head down through your tailbone to the centre of the earth. Everything is connected.”
The highs are the mountain top moments with God. The highs of our spiritual life.
But then there are also the troughs.
“Exhale, relax into the deep. The deep of your insides, the deep of the ocean. Your view is obstructed by water rising up on all sides. You reach the bottom and there is no horizon, no backward and forward, no past and future. Nothing to see but this here. Nothing to feel but this moment”.
Those are the times when all seems forlorn, when we are surrounded by menacing things.
But we know that spiritual growth necessarily involves crisis.[footnoteRef:2] And crisis is often the times of the trough. [2:  David Benner Care of Souls 81] 

But the point that Michelle makes is that both are part of the breathing – “The next will come and you’ll reach up and out again, the earth will inhale and hold you”
I love this thought: that our spiritual life is like breathing.
Stephanie Dowrick writes that God’s existence is like breathing; when I am conscious of my breathing, I know it is there. But I also know that my breathing will be there when I am not conscious of it.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Stephanie Dowrick Seeking the Sacred 115] 

There are God highs in life, there are the depths of troughs, but none of them are permanent. It is like breathing. For a low, it must follow that there is a high and vice versa, and nothing remains the same.
We would all love to live on the mountain tops of God’s presence, but we can’t stay there. I remember standing on the top of the St Arnaud range in Marlborough and seeing NZRAF Skyhawks flying below us. Looking across the ranges on all sides and realising the grandeur of God. But we had to come down, we could not live there. The descent down the scree slope was exhilarating.
Growth happens in the valleys even if we hate being in the shadows, where we cannot see past the trees around us.
In our troughs, we have the hope that we will be inhaling to the mountain tops where we can see forever.
In our high points, we can experience that will sustain us in the exhale phase.
In Scripture we hear lots of lots of proclamations from the high points
Like Psalm 98
1Sing to the LORD a new song, for He has done wonders; His right hand and holy arm have gained Him the victory. 2The LORD has proclaimed His salvation and revealed His righteousness to the nations. 3He has remembered His love and faithfulness to the house of Israel; all the ends of the earth have seen the salvation of our God.
 
But we also hear of trust in God from people who are in the troughs.

Like Psalm 71
In you, Lord, I have taken refuge;  let me never be put to shame. 2 In your righteousness, rescue me and deliver me;   turn your ear to me and save me. 3 Be my rock of refuge,  to which I can always go; give the command to save me,  for you are my rock and my fortress.4 Deliver me, my God, from the hand of the wicked, from the grasp of those who are evil and cruel.

There is hope in the highs and lows. 
But I do not want to speak of those times when we either see the provision of God or we need to trust in the provision of God – the highs and low times.  I want to speak of the middle bit.
We have spoken a lot about having faith in the storm and I am sure that each of us has experienced the victorious living in God encounters, we have experienced the highs of attending a Christian music concert or Parachute Festival or Festival One, a spiritual retreat when God spoke to us, or an awe-inspiring seminar., perhaps even a great sermon or worship time.
It is not those highs or those lows that I want to talk about today.
I want to talk of the times of the mundane – the times when we can be in the doldrums where everything remains the same blandness, when we remain in the indistinguishable doldrums of flat waves.
I want to talk about when the landscape is flat and ordinary.
With Karlene being down in Invercargill over the Christmas period with family, that time for me and the dogs was just flat. Same in, same out. What day is it?
As Michelle wrote: “On windless days you can’t distinguish the line between the sea and the sky. The horizon is a shimmery mirage – blurred and beckoning.”
I want to talk about this time because it is in the doldrums that we falter.
Doldrums is described as 
· a spell of listlessness or despondency; 
· a part of the ocean near the equator abounding in calms, squalls, and lightening winds; 
· a state or period of inactivity, stagnation, or slump.
· It is a place to get stuck.
Michelle and her family were close to the Equator on their yacht. The trip to the equator from where they were should have been a quick trip, but it took them 7 days to go 3 degrees (200 miles) to get there because they were in the doldrums. It was a time of frustrations. In her log she wrote “we’ve set a new record for ourselves today: we’ve gone 16 miles in the wrong direction in the last 24 hours.”
We think we would like it in the quiet when nothing is happening, but it can become boring and it can be full of temptation. We can go backwards in our faith in those times.
We are driven by adrenaline.
In my experience, Police live in the highs and lows during their work – never knowing whether the next call will be a high or low, but the times they get into trouble is in their times off, when the adrenaline has nothing to pump for.
Consider King David. He should have been at the front of his army but for whatever reason, he was home, inactive, and his straying eyes led him into adultery and murder. He should have been in a high or low situation at the war front, but instead was languishing at home and it got him into trouble.
Consider his son, King Solomon. He had a stable kingdom renowned throughout the world, but that stability led to him collecting wives and concubines, which led him into the sin of idolatry by following their gods.
Think about his despondency in the book of Ecclesiastes that he wrote. “All is meaningless,” he repeatedly cried.
Think of the Israelites, once they arrived in the land of milk and honey and no longer had to fight enemies, where there were no highs and lows, they adopted the customs of the people in the land and committed idolatry.
They were warned in Deuteronomy 8:14
… your heart will become proud and you will forget the Lord your God who brought you out from the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery.
And its fulfilment
2 Chronicles 20:33
The high places were not removed; the people had not yet directed their hearts to the God of their fathers.
Could I also suggest that this middle time is also a time of complacency. Stagnation and complacency.
Proverbs 1:32
“… the complacency of fools will destroy them.
Zephaniah 1:12
“It will come about at that time
That I will search Jerusalem with lamps,
And I will punish the men
Who are stagnant in spirit,
Who say in their hearts,
‘The Lord will not do good or evil!


When our health is fine, when we have job security, when our relationships are humming, and all is well with the world, that is the time when we are spiritually vulnerable because we think we are okay and don’t need God.

In Revelation 3:17 the spirit of Jesus warned:
For you say, I am rich, I have prospered, and I need nothing, not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked.
Those times when we think we have got all our ducks in a row and don’t need him is when we are vulnerable.
Remember the parable told by Jesus concerning the man and his grain silos in Luke 12:19 
“The ground of a certain rich man yielded an abundant harvest. 17 He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ 18 “Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and there I will store my surplus grain. 19 And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of grain laid up for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”’20 “But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’
When we feel at peace with the world and think we have no need of God, that is the time when we are most vulnerable to spiritual disaster.


1 Timothy 6:17-19 
As for the rich in this present age, charge them not to be haughty, nor to set their hopes on the uncertainty of riches, but on God, who richly provides us with everything to enjoy.
There is the saying that idle hands are the devil’s playground.
We know the devil prowls around ready to chew up the those who think they are safe, so we are warned to be on guard.
Luke 21:34 
“But watch yourselves lest your hearts be weighed down with dissipation and drunkenness and cares of this life, and that day come upon you suddenly like a trap.
We do not want to be lukewarm, half-hearted, or stagnant Christians.
I am not suggesting that we become chasers of the next buzz thing, nor that we seek out suffering because that is masochistic, but that we are aware of the dangers when things seem to be poddling along with little waves that are not rocking our boat.
One way to overcome the problems of this time of the doldrums is to press into the spiritual disciplines 
· of daily Bible reading, 
· of daily spending time listening to God, 
· of reviewing our spiritual journals to remind ourselves of the goodness of God, 
· of having a spiritual director or mentor or good friend to keep us on track.
Let us not become complacent when things are going smoothly but keep on pressing into God.
God be with my going out,
God be with my coming in,
God be with me in my doubt,
God protecting me from sin.

Christ be with my ebbing
Christ me with my flowing
Christ be with my entering
Christ in love bestowing

Spirit with me every hour
Spirit at the journey’s end,
Spirit be my every power,
Spirit dove on me descend[footnoteRef:4] [4:  David Adams Tides and Seasons 95] 


