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hen I attended second and

third grade in Rosenberg,

Texas, most of my

classmates didn’t wear

shoes to school because
they didn’t have any. Like most
young people that age, I did not wish
to be different— I wanted to conform
and be like most of my friends.

So, on the way to school, I
removed my shoes and put them in
what I considered to be a safe
hiding place, thus arriving at
school barefoot, just like all my
friends. Then on the way home I
retrieved my shoes, and wore them
home because my mother would
not have been happy if she knew
what I was doing (that was, of
course, not the first nor the last
time I tried to fool my mother). My
ruse worked for a little while...but
the tale about how my mother
discovered my deception (don’t
children just hate it when that
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categorically claim that
God went out of his way
to bless me with shoes to
wear? My family lived from
paycheck to paycheck, but
at least we had a regular
paycheck. We lived in a
small apartment in a poor
part of town while many of
my friends at school were
Hispanic, living in sub-
standard, make-shift
housing because their
parents were poorly paid,
itinerant farm workers.

happens?) is another story.

When I have related the story of
Shoeless Greg Albrecht, some have
asked me how old I was when I
finally realized how God had
blessed me to have shoes to wear.

I smile and resist the impulse to
inform them that my mother took
me down that path a long time
ago. In response to my story some
have reminded me of the well-worn
platitude about the person who
“cried because he had no shoes to
wear until he saw someone with no
feet.” Apparently these people
thought it was their job to help me
be appropriately thankful to God
(in case I was not already) for how
he blessed me with my shoes. Did
God bless me with my shoes?

Are Material Comforts a Direct
Blessing From God?

My shoes were blessings—I absolutely
agree, but can I absolutely and

These families had no
money for shoes for their children.

Several decades ago I traveled
around the world as a part of my
job. I remember returning from
many of these trips, visiting a third
world country, and virtually kissing
the tarmac as my plane landed in
the U.S. I would often say to others,
“I saw incredible suffering and
poverty—I just never realized how
blessed we are in this country.”

Yes, we are blessed in North
America. But are we “blessed by
God” with physical comfort and
possessions while he does not
“bless” hundreds of millions of
Christians around this world who
live on less than $10 a day? Is God
blessing me, and you, with material
comforts because we have done
something to merit his blessings
others have not? Some of those
hundreds of millions of Christians
who live on less than $10 a day live
side by side with adherents of other
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faiths—Muslims, Buddhists and
Hindus—and those Christians
often have far less in the way of
physical advantages than their
non-Christian friends and
neighbors. If we assume that
material comforts are direct
blessings from God to us
individually, then it would seem
that God is directly blessing some
Muslims, Buddhists and Hindus
more than their impoverished
Christian neighbors.

Jesus says that our Father in
heaven “makes the sun to rise on
the evil and the good, and sends
rain on the righteous and the
unrighteous” (Matthew 5:45).
Where do we find new covenant,
Christ-centered teaching in
Scripture that promises worldly
comforts in return for our
obedience and trust in God?

Jesus’ Definition of “Blessed”

Many within Christendom have
poured extra-biblical meaning into
the word “blessed” to make it
sound as if God is rewarding us
with wealth and prosperity in
direct response to what we are led
to believe are our righteous deeds
and efforts. If you are interested in
a study of how Jesus uses the word
“blessed,” I suggest you start with
what we have come to know as the
Beatitudes (Matthew 5:1-12)—each
one of the Beatitudes begin with
the English word “blessed.”

The blessings Jesus describes
in Matthew 5:1-12 are not at all
what many Christians today
describe as blessings—the
blessings which are gifts of
God’s grace are all about poverty
of spirit, mourning, meekness,
hungering and thirsting for
righteousness, mercy, purity of
heart, peacemaking and being
persecuted because of allegiance to
Jesus.

These blessings Jesus
describes are not 1) material
blessings of health or wealth,
nor are they 2) spiritual
characteristics we have and
possess, rained down on us
from heaven because God is happy
with our efforts (for more on the
Beatitudes, see the issues of
January/February, March/April,
May/June and July/August 2016).

So, were my second and third
grade Hispanic friends, who had no
shoes to wear to school, less blessed
(or even cursed) while I was more
blessed? Were my shoes the proof
of my being “blessed” in a way my
friends were not?

Why me and not them? Would it
be correct to say that God directly
blesses us when we are brought
into this world by parents who
have the means to support us and
that he directly blesses us because
we are born in a particular place on
this earth? Are those direct
“blessings” from God?

Jesus’ ultimate concern for his
followers was not a physical
state of comfort and ease, for
he advised those who
believed and trusted him to
“pick up your cross and
follow me” (Matthew 16:24).

Perhaps, in the spirit of his
Parable of the Rich Fool (Luke
12:13-21), Jesus would ask of
those of us who enjoy
material comforts and
possessions, “What did you
do with them? Did you share
what you were given—did
you help others? Did you
hoard your possessions and
try to keep them for
yourself—did you dig a hole

in the ground (Matthew 25:18) and
hide your spiritual and physical
wealth, assuming you could show it
to me upon my Second Coming
and thereby make me happy?”

It is a huge mistake to attribute
material comforts we enjoy as a result
of the country in which we live as a
distinct and unique “blessing” from
God—for what word or term do we
then use to describe the state of the
vast majority of the world who do
not enjoy such comforts? If
blessings from God are physical
advantages, then how do we
understand and describe the lack
thereof? It is an even bigger
spiritually flawed proposition to point
to material goods and possessions and
describe them as blessings from God
given to you or me because we obey
him and please him.

Before you think I have gone
completely off my rocker, I assure
you I absolutely believe that
“...every good and perfect gift is from
above, coming down from the
Father...” (James 1:17). All goodness
(all health, all benefits, all
enjoyment and yes, all wealth)
ultimately derives from our Creator
—without him we are nothing and
we have nothing. Life itself comes
from God. All blessings, material
and immaterial, physical and
spiritual, come from God.

But I have started to avoid
dogmatically proclaiming some
fortuitous circumstance that I
enjoy as a direct, distinct and



unique blessing from God. I do
thank God for spiritual and physical
gifts I enjoy, but I do not
emphatically announce to others
that they are direct “blessings” from
God, as if I have the insight to
determine them to be something he
gives me and withholds from others.

I am grateful—and in my
gratitude I believe God will
progressively reveal my true
blessings, compared with the
“fool’s gold” that can so easily
distract me. In terms of my health
and wealth, I can well say that I am
living far better than I deserve (but
of course, “deserve” has nothing to
do with it, as Clint Eastwood’s
character in the movie Unforgiven
says).

I am enormously thankful, but I
am not certain exactly why I enjoy
the spiritual and physical life I do
while others, whether near or far
spiritually or physically, do not.

Why Me?

The “why me?” question is not
normally posed by those who find
their lives to be better than others—
it is more often asked by those who
find their problems and challenges
profoundly disturbing, as if God does
not care about them at all. “God is
good all the time” is another popular
platitude in Christian circles, often
said without thinking. For many,
“God is good all the time” seems to
have become code for “things went
my way.” Fact is, God gives no
guarantee that we will ever, in this
earthly existence, fully understand
and comprehend the mysteries
associated with his love, mercy and
grace. We are not capable of grasping
why God seems to answer some of
our prayers the way we want him to
and then seems to absolutely refuse
to respond to others.

In 1991 Gerald Sittser was a
father of four whose mini-van was
hit head on by a drunk driver. He
woke up from the twisted wreckage
to discover three members of his
family had died: his mother, his
wife and his four-year-old daughter.
A Grace Disguised—the book he
wrote about his search for answers
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Remember back in elementary school when teams were
picked at recess? The captains...always chose those who
they felt would help them win—that’s logical.

out of this senseless and horrific
accident—remains one of the
classic stories of God’s grace
helping us through suffering, even
while never providing all of the
answers we desire.

But “why me?” can also be asked
when we consider the benefits,
privileges and opportunities we
have had and now have, when
contrasted with others we may
know and many others we may
know of. Why, for example, does
God choose to “grace” you and me
with his grace, while others seem to
be lost on the waves of the sea of
abusive religion, with all of its
legalisms and authoritarianism?

Remember back in elementary
school when teams were picked at
recess? Everyone would line up and
then the captain of each team
would take turns making a choice.
My memories of such times are of
two captains who were popularly
chosen, or who, by virtue of their
size, age and ability (or all three)
appointed themselves.

Then the captains started
choosing people for their teams.
They always chose those who they
felt would help them win—that’s
logical. Games are all about
winning. So when sides were

chosen, the fastest, strongest, most
popular and most athletic were
chosen first. The clumsy or
awkward kids were left for last.

As each person was chosen they
stood next to their captain, until
finally there was one last un-chosen
person standing alone. I always felt
sorry for the last person to be
chosen. In fact, they weren’t
actually chosen like everyone else,
but instead, as the last kid left they
joined the team who had the last
chance to choose. The last person
“chosen” knew he or she became a
team member by default.

My memories are that this last
person, the only one not chosen,
didn’t purposefully stride over to
their team, nor were they
enthusiastically welcomed. This
person usually shuffled over to
their captain and teammates, well
aware they were more of a
handicap than a gift.

Everyone longs to be chosen.
Young people in school want to be
chosen for athletic teams. When a
young person is nearing the end of
their high school education, if they
have the support and help that
others may not have, they yearn to
be accepted by the college to which
they apply. Young men long to

PLAIN TRUTH



“Blessed” is a loaded term. It blurs the distinction between
gift and reward. It can be used as pure gratitude on our
part toward our loving, heavenly Father. But “blessed” can
also be used (and it often is) with the inference that
something received was deserved by our efforts.

hear the girl of their dreams say
“yes” to their proposal of marriage.
When we apply for a job, we hope
and pray the employer says “yes.”
But not everyone is chosen for the
team—some are left out. Some who
wish to marry another hear that
person say “no” and they live with
that rejection, sometimes for the
rest of their lives. Many who apply
for a job find the job is taken, or will
be taken, by someone else of the
employer’s choosing.

When we find ourselves being
accepted and being chosen, we
might look at those who have not
been and experience “survivor’s
guilt.” We were chosen—perhaps
rescued. We have an opportunity,
but others were not and are not.

You did not choose me, but I chose
you and appointed you to go and bear
fruit—fruit that will last. (John 15:16)

How Jesus Chose His Disciples

During the lifetime of Jesus, young
boys would go to school to learn the
Torah, also known as the Law of
Moses, the first five books of the Old
Testament which form the
foundation of the old covenant law.
They attempted to memorize the
entire Torah by heart by the age of
10—if they failed in this and other
scholarly goals, then they would go
into a family business so they could
start to learn a trade.

The best would remain under the
instruction of a rabbi, and they
would now attempt, by age 14 or
15, to memorize the entire Old
Testament, from the first book of
Genesis to the last book of Malachi.
Those who achieved this goal would
then be sent to study with a senior
rabbi—this group was regarded as
the creme de la créme, the very best,
the chosen few.

This group of selected, promising
young men, rabbis in training, lived
with this senior rabbi, they traveled
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with him, and they endeavored to
follow him in every way—he was
their religious mentor —they
wanted to be just like him and do
everything he did.

Then came Jesus. Jesus of course,
among his many titles, was the
Master Teacher—the Rabbi of all
rabbis. In Mark 1:16-20, we read
about Jesus walking along the Sea of
Galilee, and calling Peter and
Andrew and James and John from
their career of fishing, inviting them
to follow him so that they could fish
for men and women.

Here is Jesus beginning to choose
his team. What didn’t he do?

He didn’t go to the local seminary
on career day to consider hiring the
best of the best, who had
memorized the entire Old
Testament. Instead, he headed for
the rank-and-file day laborers—
fishermen, who were rough and
ready, used to getting their hands
dirty, and who had comparatively
little formal religious training.

Jesus was not primarily interested
in the academic achievements of his
disciples. He wasn’t looking for the
creme de la creme of the top
rabbinical students.

In fact, Jesus chose all twelve of
his disciples with full awareness of
their character defects and
deficiencies. None of them were
qualified by virtue of their training,
academic preparation or character to
be a disciple of Jesus Christ—nor are
we. You and I are not qualified for
the high honor of being invited to
be a Christ-follower.

“...giving thanks to the Father, who
has qualified you to share in the
inheritance of the saints in the
kingdom of light. For he has rescued us
from the dominion of darkness and
brought us into the kingdom of the Son
he loves, in whom we have redemption,
the forgiveness of sins” (Colossians
1:12-14).

Why You and Me But Not Others?

Oh, the depth of the riches of the
wisdom and knowledge of God! How
unsearchable are his judgments, and his
paths beyond tracing out! Who has
known the mind of the Lord? Or who
has been his counselor? Who has ever
given to God, that God should repay
them? For from him and through him
and for him are all things. To him be
the glory forever! Amen (Romans
11:33-36).

Being chosen by God to receive
his grace, to be a part of his
kingdom on earth now, as well as
on the other side of eternity forever,
is an incredible honor. Why you and
me but not others?

No answer to that question is fully
satisfactory. God makes choices, it
seems. God reveals himself in his
own time and in his own way, when
and where he wishes, without
consulting or informing us or
providing what we would consider
adequate rationale for his decisions
and choices.

1) Remember, it’s not about you
and me. We were not chosen
because we were qualified—we were
chosen even though we were not
qualified at all. Sometimes, once we
have been chosen we get the idea
that we need to do more, to
improve and work harder so that we
can prove our worth to Jesus. It
wasn’t about what we brought to
the team to begin with, and it’s not
about what we need to do once we
have been chosen. It’s about what
he has already done.

2) It’s all about him. When we
accept and believe that our place on
his team is all about him, then we
are free to serve without constantly
looking over our shoulders, worried
about whether he or someone else
will condemn us. When we
absolutely embrace that our place
on his team is because of him, and
him alone, we are free to serve him
without constantly being concerned
whether we are measuring up and
making the grade. Jesus made the
grade, he passed the test, he is
qualified and he is giving it all to us,
because of his grace. O





