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How to Feel Sad

America has been bent for decades on infusing her 
culture with sinful values (as clearly defined in the 
Bible). That cultural change initially gained momen-
tum in the institutions of higher learning (universities 
and colleges) and gave rise to the student unrest of 
the late 1960s. The immoral sexual and “recreational” 
drug revolutions of that era did frightening damage to 
the morals—and spiritual condition—of the country. 
Come to think of it, I’ve been feeling sad about this for 
quite a long time.

Many of the radical college students from back then—
and their successors—became the educational and 
political leaders of later decades. In the 21st century, 
their value system has increasingly settled down to 
secondary and even primary school levels. Sadly, the 
lax morals of the older generation have negatively per-
meated the younger generation. As a result, today we 
see a lack of moral strength—from the vantage point 
of God’s definition of morality.

With respect to our international readers, this acceler-
ating, sinful, culture trend knows no national borders. 
As vertical thinkers, you can certainly see the ungodly 
reasoning, speaking and behavior in the culture of 
your own country. I imagine it makes you sad too.

But sadness also comes from life’s other problems—
unhappy families, bullying at school or in the neigh-
borhood, the mentally depressing effects of drug or 
alcohol abuse, and other kinds of abuse. These tend 
to not only trigger anger, but a profound personal 
sadness. Add to that anger-sadness connection the 
sometimes unintended consequence of an angry spirit 
and dark mood expressed in much of today’s (and 

yesterday’s) youth-targeted music and 
entertainment. Very gloomy.

There’s a time to feel properly sad. In 
fact, God doesn’t smile on those who 
don’t “sigh and cry” over societal degra-
dation (Ezekiel 9:4-6). So how can we 
feel good and sad? 

Grant sadness some self-respect. It’s okay to feel sad—
just not too sad for too long.

Sing a sad song. King David in the book of Psalms wrote 
(and sang) some sad songs to mourn and emotionally 
heal (see, for example, Psalms 3, 6, 7 and 12).

Jeremiah, God’s writer of the book of Lamentations 
(sad songs) and often called “the weeping prophet,” 
wrote, “Oh, that my head were waters, and my eyes 
a fountain of tears, that I might weep day and night 
for the slain of the daughter of my people!” (Jeremiah 
9:1).

Sing your heart out. Soothe the sadness. Heal the 
hurt.

Then think vertically—look to God. He has planned 
for you and me—everybody actually—a happier, 
better day ahead. Jesus called it “the age to come” 
(Mark 10:30), when the world will be ruled by “the 
kingdom of God” (Mark 1:14-15). Human culture 
will be repaired, our nations healed—as will our own 
emotional hurts. God’s Kingdom will turn sadness to 
joy forever!

The constant aim of this magazine is to explain to 
you the wonderful news of the Kingdom of God, as it 
affects all aspects of our lives. We hope you enjoy the 
spread of topics in this issue!
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Vantage Point Randy Stiver, Managing Editor

woke up this morning feeling sad. In fact, I’ve been feel-
ing sad for some time. Not so much personally sad, but 
sad for my country, America, which I love. Based on the 
cultural implications, the 2012 presidential campaign 

and election didn’t help.

LAST PRINT ISSUE! 
After this issue, Vertical Thought will 
become a Web-only publication.  
See the back cover for more details.
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Living through Hurricane Sandy, 
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This, then, was supposed to be the great truth illustrated in 
this drama: Love brings highs and lows. It can be wonder-
ful or devastating. In the end, we have to take what we get 
because we don’t get to choose whom we love.
Almost as soon as the words came out of that character’s 
mouth, I shouted, “That’s not true!” at the television. 
It wasn’t listening, so I ranted to my wife instead. “We do 
have a choice. Love isn’t just some accident we have no con-
trol over. These TV writers say these things and tell fictional 
stories as so-called proof. Then people believe them, and their 
lives get ruined!”
Yes, I do have strong feelings on this subject. It’s because 
many young people believe the myth that you can’t choose 
whom you love. They miss the happiness that could light up 

their lives. The idea of “accidental love” simply 
isn’t true! You have much more control than 
you think. Choices in love are tied to making 
choices with your time.

What love is
To make choices about love, we need to 

understand what love is. You may already disagree with 
me because you have “fallen in love,” and it does seem to 
come out of nowhere and to be completely beyond control. 
Everyone experiences that at some time or another, and it’s a 
wonderful, exhilarating thing. But there’s more to love than 
that—much more!

Webster’s New Universal Unabridged Dictionary lists 24 differ-
ent definitions under the entry “love.” Obviously the word is 
used in many different ways. 

The base definition is “a feeling of warm personal attach-
ment,” but we often intend this one: “profoundly tender or 
passionate affection for a person of the opposite sex.” And 
we’ll focus on this shortly. Of course, used as a verb, to love 
is to experience such feelings. Let’s look beyond dictionaries, iS
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was watching a popular TV drama that portrays several 
heart-wrenching situations of unrequited love and of broken 
or damaged relationships. At the climax of the show, the lead 

character had a heated discussion with another person in which 
she shouted out tearfully, “You can’t choose who you love!”

Hollywood may tell us we’re helpless when it comes to falling in love.  
But the reality is we can rule over our emotions and make wise choices.

by Frank Dunkle

 Choosing 
LOVE
I
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though, to understand that love—real, deep love—is more 
than a feeling.

Vertical thinkers look to the Bible as the ultimate source of 
truth—and it has a lot to say about love! It shows that love 
includes feelings, but that there is also a focus on doing. The 
apostle John wrote what could be called a Bible definition 
of love when it comes to our relationship with God: “This is 
love, that we walk according to His [God’s] commandments” (2 
John 6, emphasis added throughout). 

Inward feeling and motivation must translate into action. 
As John also wrote, “Let us not love in word or tongue, but 
in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:18).

In other words, “Talk is cheap; you show love by what you 
do.” Doing something requires a commitment of a portion 
of our limited time.

A song from a while back contains these words in the cho-
rus: “Love is not a feeling, it’s an act of your will.” I partly 
disagree with that because love does include feeling—a deep 
feeling of affection and outflowing concern—but it’s much 
more than just what you feel. It’s also the actions you take. 

That’s where we all have some control and can make 
choices. Sometimes it seems impossible to control your 
feelings, but when you control what you do with your time, 
that powerfully controls how you feel. Yes, even when it 
comes to falling in love.

Love whom and when?
The most important things we should control when it 
comes to romantic love is whom to love and when to do so. 

A lot of people think falling in love only happens by acci-
dent—sneaking up and hitting them over the head when 
they aren’t looking. Being attracted to someone may hap-
pen that way, but developing feelings of love takes more 
time. You can’t have romantic love for someone you don’t 
know, and you can’t get to know someone unless you spend 
time with him or her. So the first key to choosing whom 
you love is choosing whom you spend your time with and 
how you do it.

In almost all cases, it’s best to prepare for a career before 
committing to marriage. Falling in love too soon has 
caused many young men and women to drop out of col-
lege, or settle for an inferior career in order to be with that 
someone special.

It’s better to decide in advance at what stage of life 
romance will be best for you. Then, wait until then to date 
or spend lots of time with any one person of the opposite 

sex. In the Bible, King Solomon advised that we not wake 
up love until the time is right (see Song of Solomon 8:4). 
Meanwhile, spend time with a wide variety of people. 
Learn what traits are most compatible with you. Then 
when that right time comes, you’ll know the type of person 
to be devoting your time to.

Challenge and honesty
This can be hard. If you sense strong feelings of attraction 
developing toward someone, you may have to force yourself 
to spend less time with that person until the time is right. 
Otherwise, you may be giving up the choice that should be 
yours to make with a clearer head. You choose whom you 
might love by choosing whom you spend time with.

You don’t need to keep your motivations a secret. Telling a 
person openly that you like him or her but aren’t ready to 

have a deeper rela-
tionship will benefit 
you both. It could 
even keep a path 
open to that other 
person when the 
right time comes. 
The other side of 

this, of course, is that you can’t choose how another person 
will feel about you—but that’s a topic for another time.

Controlling the type of person you spend time with is vital 
to choosing the person you’ll fall in love with, even more 
than when it will happen. Love usually starts with mutual 
attraction, but it can only grow on a basis of common 
interests, shared standards and similar goals. 

Some of these traits are more important than others. A 
man who likes rock-n-roll can build a happy marriage 
with a girl who loves country music. But when a man and 
woman allow themselves to fall in love while fundamen-
tally disagreeing on things like religion, politics or even 
financial habits, they’re setting themselves up to become 
like the characters on television who seem to suffer so 
much for love.

It’s way better to fall in love in the first place with someone 
who makes a good match for you. TV writers may say that 
you can’t choose whom you love, but you can—or at least 
you can choose whom you won’t love.

If a potential love interest holds different values than you, 
don’t give him or her much of your time—no matter how 
attractive he or she is. Otherwise, you may soon be in tears 
wondering why you couldn’t choose to love someone who 
was a good match. You can choose by choosing whom you 
spend time with. It may be a tough choice, but it’s well 
worth making. Wise choices about your time make wise 
choices about love and future marriage.

Frank Dunkle lives with his wife Sue and son Connor near 
Portsmouth, Ohio, where he serves as a United Church of God 
pastor.iS
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It’s way better to fall in love with someone who makes a good 
match for you. TV writers may say that you can’t choose whom 
you love, but you can—or at least you can choose whom you 
won’t love.



6   Ver t ical  Thought    J a n u a r y – M a r c h  2 0 1 3   V e r t i c a l T h o u g h t . o r g

Valentine’s Day is big business. According to the National 
Retail Foundation, Valentine’s Day for 2012 added around 
$17.6 billion to the U.S. economy—making retail spending 
for this day the second-largest behind Christmas.

For a lot of people it’s the holiday to express your love to 
someone special. According to Kemberly King, a business 
instructor at South University, young adults ages 25-34 
spend the most on Valentine’s Day gifts. Interestingly, 
men will outspend women—almost 2 to 1—with the big-
gest categories for all spending being restaurants, candy, 

romantic getaways and flowers.

A quick Web search for the origins of 
Valentine’s Day will give you the basics of the 
accepted history of the day. A deeper search will 

acknowledge its pagan origins. The Good News magazine 
(sister publication of Vertical Thought) has published a vari-
ety of articles on both of these aspects of Valentine’s Day. 
While Valentine’s Day is the most promoted holiday after 
Christmas and Easter even among traditional Christian 
churches, it is definitely not a holiday with true Christian 
values.

How can “love” be wrong?
There’s nothing wrong in showing love to others—after 
all, isn’t that the most valued Christian characteristic? But 

alentine’s Day is all about showing “love,” giving a 
card or flowers or chocolates to a loved one. All of 

that’s good, right? Wrong.
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by Dan Dowd

V

What’s  
Wrong With 
Showing Love?
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what’s been lost in how we go about it, and how we worship 
God for that matter, is whether we are actually follow-
ing what God teaches in the Bible. It’s like an automobile 
manufacturer tells you to put only gasoline in the fuel 
tank, but then you decide that diesel fuel is just as good! It 
just won’t work.

Here’s a quick review of the background of Valentine’s 
Day—before exploring a deeper point about this holiday. 

By most accepted historians, Valentine’s Day was an 
adaptation by the Catholic Church of the ancient pagan 
Roman celebration of Lupercalia, a fertility festival. The 
Catholic Church updated and connected it to a “Saint” 
Valentine sometime late in the third century A.D. (though 
there is some confusion as to who this person actually 
was). It really took off commercially as a holiday in the late 
1800s, promoted as a day to show your “love” to others—
especially romantic love to your special someone.

So what’s wrong with that? Here’s the problem: Lupercalia 
was an immoral fertility festival also featuring gluttony 
and drunkenness. At the end of the festivities young men 
would draw the name of a young lady from a box and the 
two were considered a pair (sexually and otherwise) for the 
coming year. 

As a festival Lupercalia was dedicated to the Roman god 
Pan, recognized as the god of fields, groves and wooded 
glens—and pictured as having the hindquarters, legs and 
horns of a goat. This pagan deity was connected to fertility 
and the season of spring. None of what is connected to the 
feast of Lupercalia is worthy of a Christian’s observance.

But what’s wrong with a little paganism?
What about showing love on Valentine’s Day if I’m not 
doing it for pagan reasons? Isn’t that okay? No, because the 
expression of that kind of “love” is still rooted in a former 
pagan holiday. True Christians must not adopt pagan 
festivals as holidays, for they are to strive to please God in 
everything they do.

Even when you think you’re innocently observing a holiday 
like this, you’re still advancing the origins and meanings of 
the day—especially from His perspective, as He certainly 
knows where it came from. God said not to do this. He told 
the Israelites entering the pagan land of Canaan:

“When the Lord your God cuts off from before you the 
nations which you go to dispossess, and you displace them 
and dwell in their land, take heed to yourself that you are 

not ensnared to follow them, after they are destroyed from 
before you, and that you do not inquire after their gods, 
saying, ‘How did these nations serve their gods? I also will 
do likewise.’ You shall not worship the Lord your God in 
that way; for every abomination to the Lord which He 
hates they have done to their gods” (Deuteronomy 12:29-
31, emphasis added).

When we merge pagan teachings with what God instructs 
through the Bible, we weaken the truth and violate God’s 
clear command.

God’s way is true love
Showing love as God instructs is not wrong—romantic love 
included. It’s a good thing to express your love toward oth-
ers through a card, flowers, dinner out or any number of 
other ways. But don’t do it under the trappings of a pagan 
holiday like Valentine’s Day! If someone is special to you, 
then do those things throughout the year rather than wait-
ing until February 14th.

Our worship of God must first and foremost be according 
to His truth (John 4:24). Carryovers from pagan worship 
don’t honor Him!

God is personified by the characteristic of love (1 John 
4:8). Godly love is genu-
ine outgoing concern 
for others as God would 
love them—not as a 
selfish love. Divine love 

is reflected in keeping God’s commandments (1 John 5:3), 
including the Ten Commandments and instruction like 
that in Deuteronomy cited above. True Christians desire 
to faithfully observe God’s own Holy Days (see Leviticus 
23 for a list of them). Celebrating holidays like Valentine’s 
Day in opposition to God’s instruction does not honor or 
obey Him—no matter how well intentioned or innocent we 
believe it to be.

It does matter to God how we worship Him. He expects 
us to understand the difference between what He has 
declared holy and the profane teachings, customs and tra-
ditions masquerading as godly worship (Ezekiel 22:6).

For a more complete review of comparing traditional reli-
gious holidays to God’s Holy Days, we recommend that you 
read our free booklet Holidays or Holy Days: Does It Matter 
Which Days We Observe? You can download it or request 
that a copy be mailed to you (both free of charge) at www.
ucg.org/booklets.

Dan Dowd is the assistant managing editor of Vertical Thought 
and a pastor of United Church of God congregations in 
Wisconsin.

Valentine’s Day has become a very romantic holiday  
despite its pagan origins. So what’s wrong  

with celebrating this holiday?
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When pagan teachings are merged with what God instructs through 
the Bible, we weaken the truth and violate God’s clear command.
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God exists. God is good. In fact, God is love—genuine, 
heartfelt, outgoing concern for others (1 John 4:8, 16). 
There is nothing bad—nothing sinful, sinister or evil—
about God.

God is eternal and infinite. John 1:1-2 tells us: “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with 
God.” God has always been. We are so tiny and finite 
that we can’t fully comprehend that, but it remains a fact 
nevertheless.

By “God” in that scripture, the apostle John meant God 
the Father, with Jesus Christ as the “Word.” Sometimes in 
the Bible “God” refers to either of Them or to both in unity. 
Together They form the one and only Kingdom or family of 

God. The apostle Paul wrote, “For this reason I 
bow my knees to the Father of our Lord Jesus 
Christ, from whom the whole family in heaven 
and earth is named” (Ephesians 3:14-15).

God is all-powerful. One of His titles in Hebrew is 
El-Shaddai—often translated as God Almighty. By His infi-
nite power, God made everything—yes, every thing! God 
made the universe, the sun, the moon, our planet Earth. 
God created all other life forms—angel, man, animal and 
vegetable. “All things were made through Him, and with-
out Him nothing was made that was made. In Him was 
life, and the life was the light of men” (John 1:3-4).

In short, the very reason that God created people was to 
offer us eternal life in the Kingdom of God as part of that 
great, loving, always-good divine family! That’s why we 
were born.

But how do we get there? God is absolutely perfect—and we 
are very, very far from perfect. Yet there must be a way.

et’s start with the basics of God vs. evil. CAUTION: 
These concepts may offend today’s secular sensitivities, 

but that doesn’t change the truth.L

Jesus Christ gave His life for the sins of all humanity.  
But why did He have to die so that we could live? Wasn’t there some other way?

by Randy Stiver
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The basics of law, sin and death
Just as God exists, law exists—both physical and spiri-
tual—because God, as the Lawgiver, established it. Law 
holds matter together, brings order to the universe and 
governs moral conduct among human beings. 

The Ten Commandments sum up God’s spiritual law. 
The law brilliantly defines the perfect, loving, wonderful 
character of the true God of the Bible. But here’s a sad fact: 
Even atheists believe in law—like the laws of physics—but 

they don’t know how to explain its existence because, well, 
in spite of all evidence to the contrary, they’re atheists.

Here’s the deal about God’s law. To transgress or break 
that divine law is called sin (see 1 John 3:4, King James 
Version). We’ve all done that: “As it is written: There is 
none righteous, no, not one . . . For all have sinned and fall 
short of the glory of God” (Romans 3:10, 23, emphasis 
added). So where does that leave us?

We want to live—God made us that way. But if you sin, 
you die. As Romans 6:23 states, “For the wages of sin is 
death . . .” Yet the same verse continues, “. . . but the gift of 
God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.” So how do you 
lose the death penalty and get to live forever as God’s gift 
through Christ? Great question!

In the film National Treasure a law was broken, and the 
FBI agent tells the lead character, “Someone has to go to 
prison.” Likewise, because each of us has broken God’s 
law—sinned—somebody has to die.

What about those animal sacrifices?
In the Old Testament God gave ancient Israel a priest-
hood who offered animal sacrifices when people sinned. 
From statements in the New Testament it appears that a 
common assumption in Jesus’ time was that the animal 

sacrifices served to appease justice in the matter of 
human sin.

To many it was unthinkable that a person, the 
Messiah, would come to die in their place—
especially through the disgraceful death of cruci-
fixion like a common criminal! They anticipated 
a dynamic conquering king-messiah who would 
make other people die—like their Roman over-
lords—and make their nation of Israel great again.

So they missed the point that animal sacrifices 
could not and cannot substitute as the penalty for 
human sin (see Hebrews 10:4).

It’s not that complicated
God’s law is the law. Death is the penalty for violat-
ing that law—sin. We have sinned, so someone has 
to die. But it must be a human death—either our 
own or the death of another without sin who, out of 
supreme love for others, volunteered to sacrifice His 
life to pay our death penalty. Jesus said it: “Greater 
love has no one than this, than to lay down one’s 
life for his friends” (John 15:13).

But the penalty for the sins of all human beings had 
to be paid by a sinless human being whose life was 
more valuable than that of the entire human race—
that is, a human being who was also the Creator 
God, the One who made humankind. 

Only Jesus Christ, the true Messiah, lived a sin-
less human life (meaning He never broke the law 
and thus incurred no personal death penalty for 
sin). Only His life as both divine and human was 
of greater value than all human life that could 
ever exist. That’s why He called Himself the “Son 
of Man” and the “Son of God” (for prime examples 

where Jesus spoke of Himself like this, compare John 5:27 
with John 5:25).

The bottom line
God is the God of true justice, and justice must be served. 
All mankind has broken God’s perfect law. His law can’t be 
done away with by clever arguments, nor can its penalty be 
ignored—because God meant what He said. His law is the law.

But God is also the God of love and mercy. Somebody had 
to die for my sins, and yours, and everyone’s. And thank-
fully, Somebody—Jesus Christ—did! Personally, I’ve come 
to gratefully accept that. Have you?

Randy Stiver serves as managing editor for Vertical Thought and 
teaches at Ambassador Bible Center in Milford, Ohio.

We all want to live—but as Romans 6:23 
states, “For the wages of sin is death . . .” Yet 
the same verse continues, “. . . but the gift of 
God is eternal life in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  
So how do you lose the death penalty  
and get to live forever as this gift?
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“Lincoln demonstrated then and now how a person can pos-
sess both a will of iron and a heart of tenderness. Nothing 
deterred the president during the American Civil War from 
his ‘noble’ cause, and few persons have ever endured more 
criticism and detractors than Lincoln. Yet he was no more a 
man of steel than one of velvet” (1972, p. 15).

How can we tell when it’s the right time to be tender (apply 
the velvet qualities) versus firm (the steely characteristics)? 
After all, if the velvet approach is used when the steel would 
be better, we could end up with a colossal failure on our 
hands. And we shouldn’t confuse an iron will with hard-
headed stubbornness.

Part of what made Abraham Lincoln great was his discernment 
of when to apply steel and when to use velvet. Likewise, true 
godly character can be defined as doing the right thing at the 
right time and for the right reason.

Motivational author Steve Groodier wrote: “Another coura-
geous American, Martin Luther King, Jr. some hundred 
years later [after Lincoln’s death], encouraged us to exhibit 

tough minds and soft hearts . . . not the other 
way around. Be mentally tough; your resolve and 
determination will overcome great obstacles 
along life’s path. But let your heart be soft; your 
compassion and love will make the journey worth 
it” (“Men of Steel and Velvet,” Life Support Systems 
Newsletter, Dec. 1, 2009, p. 1).

In the Bible God developed men and women of 
steel and velvet through the tests and trials He 
let them face. Let’s note a few examples.

Abraham—a man of steel and velvet
Throughout his life, the biblical patriarch Abraham showed 
both steel and velvet in his character.

Consider first his “velvet” side. Abraham and his nephew Lot 
had difficulties with their livestock grazing together. Since 
Abraham was the head of the clan, he had the first choice 
of picking the best land to graze. But Abraham graciously 
allowed Lot to have first pick of where to live, being happy to 
settle for second. Lot chose the verdant, well-watered Jordan 
plain, while Abraham was left with the more arid, moun-
tainous terrain. It was quite a sacrifice for Abraham, but he 
showed his “velvet” side (see Genesis 13:7-12).

On the other hand, when the occasion arose, Abraham 
applied his “steely” side. After hearing that a coalition of 
kings defeated the kings from where Lot settled and had 
kidnapped him, Abraham took a few hundred of his servants 
and ambushed the victorious rulers in a daring night raid. 
Abraham defeated th em, rescued Lot and returned the plun-
der to the king of Sodom (see Genesis 14:14-15). That took 
enormous strength of will and courage!

s author Aubrey Andelin noted in his book Man of Steel 
and Velvet, only one human being ever fully modeled 
the best aspects of firm determination and gentle car-

ing, though a few others have set admirable examples: “Christ 
stands alone. None can be compared to Him. However, in a 
modest way other great men have left a mark that will not be 
forgotten. Such is Abraham Lincoln, who was described by 
[his biographer] Carl Sandburg as possessing qualities of steel 
and velvet [see quote at the top of the next page] . . .
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by Mario Seiglie

Men and Women of

A

When should we show tenderness and bigheartedness—the “velvet” qualities? 
And when should we be like steel—firm and resolute? 
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Esther—a woman of steel and velvet
This young lady showed her steel and velvet qualities while 
facing the greatest test of her life—which included the possible 
extermination of all her people, the Jews.

The Persian king had removed his former queen and used a 
“beauty contest” to replace her. Esther showed her velvet attri-
butes by humbly accepting advice from the palace eunuch. She 
displayed grace and a modest beauty that won the king’s heart 
(Esther 2:15-17). She was then crowned as the new queen of 
the great Persian Empire.

But Esther’s inner steel came to play when the king’s right-hand 
man persuaded him to issue a death sentence against all the 
Jews in the kingdom (neither knowing that Esther was a Jew).

Persian law held that even the queen couldn’t talk with the 
king unless she was invited. If she presented herself uninvited 
before the king, she would be immediately executed—unless 
the king intervened (which seemed unlikely!).

After fasting for three days, Esther courageously went before 
the king. He did intervene, sparing her life, and asked her what 
she desired. Esther showed her velvet side again by not revealing 
her dire situation until it was the right moment.

She invited the king and Haman, the king’s chief counselor 
who was behind the Jewish death sentence, to a private din-
ner. She built suspense that intrigued and delighted the king. 
Then she coyly invited them to a second private banquet. 

By this time, the king was beside himself to please her, and 
it was only then that she revealed that she, being a Jew, was 
going to die because of Haman’s plot against her people. The 
king was filled with rage. Instead of Esther and her people per-

ishing, it was actually Haman and all the enemies of the Jews 
who were killed (Esther 9:5).

If you want to see a great summary of a woman’s steel and 
velvet qualities—of strength, gentleness, firmness and com-
passion—read Proverbs 31:10-31.

Ultimate steel and velvet
The perfect example of the man of steel and velvet is Jesus 
Christ. Notice His velvet qualities: “Come to Me, all you who 
labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take My 

yoke upon you and learn from Me, for 
I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you 
will find rest for your souls. For My 
yoke is easy and My burden is light” 
(Matthew 11:28-30).

Jesus displayed His steely side when 
dealing with the greedy money changers at the temple: “Then 
Jesus went into the temple of God and drove out all those who 
bought and sold in the temple, and overturned the tables of 
the money changers and the seats of those who sold doves. 
And He said to them, ‘It is written, “My house shall be called 
a house of prayer,” but you have made it a den of thieves’” 
(Matthew 21:12-13).

There are dozens of men and women of steel and velvet in the 
Bible—like Moses, Joshua, Deborah, Ruth, David, the prophets, 
and many men and women of the New Testament. Their exam-
ples would make a very good Bible study for young men and 
women who want to develop these qualities of steel and velvet.

God wants you to, but do you personally want to become a 
man or women of steel and velvet? I can guarantee that if you 
choose to pursue this aim, it will be one of the best decisions 
you’ll ever make!

Mario Seiglie pastors the United Church of God congregation in 
Garden Grove, California, and is the Church’s regional representa-
tive for Latin America.W
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“Not often in the story of mankind does a man 
arrive on earth who is both steel and velvet, who 
is as hard as rock and soft as drifting fog, who 
holds in his heart and mind the paradox of ter-
rible storm and peace unspeakable and perfect 
. . . And the incomparable Abraham Lincoln . . . 
is an approach if not a perfect realization of this 
character.”
—Carl Sandberg, joint session of Congress marking the 150th anniver-
sary of Abraham Lincoln’s birth, Feb. 12, 1959, Congressional Record, 
Vol. 105, p. 2,265.

There are dozens of men and women of steel and velvet 
in the Bible. Their examples make a good study for young 
men and women who want to develop these qualities.
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lthough I’m a physics student 
getting a master’s degree from 
the State University of New 
York at Stony Brook, I must 
confess that I don’t know 

much about meteorology. The focus of my thesis is building 
particle detectors for investigations in high energy particle 
physics. The detectors would be used for studying the 
nature and existence of the smallest elements of matter—
building blocks of all physical matter in the universe.

So as Hurricane Sandy sped northward in the Atlantic, a 
storm that would later be reckoned the biggest storm and 
surge of water in history to slam Long Island, I was as clue-
less as everybody else about how severe the storm would be 
and how it might affect me.

Because of the overblown hype we had received for a previ-
ous hurricane in 2011, I discounted the early warnings. 
And the media giving it the spooky name “Frankenstorm,” 
since it was going to hit just before Halloween, took away 
from the seriousness of the matter. By the time it struck 
New Jersey and New York on Oct. 29, 2012, reports about 
the hurricane had morphed it into “superstorm” Sandy. 

The forecasted severity of the hurricane started to sink in 
on Saturday evening when I heard about mandatory evacua-
tions in flood zones and the scheduled shutdown of the sub-
way and rail systems in New York City and on Long Island.

Earlier that Sabbath day during church services, our pas-
tor told us we should take this storm seriously and gave a 
sermon about how God can use the weather to punish the 
sins of a nation and a city, as well as individuals. He said 
New York City had committed some major sins, and even-

tually God would judge the city and this nation unless its 
people repent. Not that this storm was necessarily that, but 
it could certainly serve to get our attention, and its impact 
was definitely something we needed to be praying about.

Waiting for the storm
On Sunday morning, I went grocery shopping, put all the 
lawn furniture in the garage and did other odd jobs in 
preparation for the storm. I and a few other housemates 
parked our cars at the nearby middle school where there 
were fewer trees.

The university announced that all classes and activities 
were shut down for Monday, so I awoke that morning 
knowing I would be sitting out the storm with my house-
mates at home. The wind was already blowing continuously, 
and I could see the trees around the house swaying. It 
would only be a few hours before the worst of the storm 
would reach us.

We sat around the house that day reading books and flip-
ping through TV channels that were already reporting 
flooding and destruction. I worried as the storm outside 
grew stronger. The trees swayed, with their large branches 
swirling as the howling winds whipped through them. 
Small branches hit the house. As the minutes and hours 
passed, I prayed again and again for protection on the 
house, the lives of my friends, and that we would all get 
through this stressful time. We were getting nervous.

God’s protection and many more prayers
Conditions worsened throughout the afternoon. At 4 
p.m. I ventured outside to see and feel how bad it was. The 
continuous howling of the wind and bending of the trees 

by Stephanie Zajac

Calm From God Through

A
Living through Hurricane Sandy, the recent “superstorm” that struck 
 America’s Northeast coast, didn’t heighten my understanding of the 

weather, but I did learn some new things about God.
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was fascinating and awesome—in a very intimidating way. 
It sounded like standing next to a freight train or a busy 
freeway. I walked about a block to experience whatever was 
happening and discovered that our property was protected 
and shielded somewhat from the gusts that were noticeably 
stronger only a little distance up the street. I thought about 
how God’s protection is very, very real.

Walking back toward the house, I heard the foreboding 

creaking and cracking sounds of tree branches about to 
break, and, sensing my vulnerability, quickly went inside.  
It was a good decision.

Within a minute a very large branch fell on one of the cars 
still parked in the driveway next to the house, smashing the 
windshield. As I went to the window to view the damage, 
the power suddenly went out. A look through a different 
window confirmed that a large tree on our neighbor’s prop-
erty had fallen across the power lines. The proximity of the 
destruction immediately made my prayers more urgent!

More than half a million homes lost power during the 
storm, and it would be a full nine days before the power 
would be restored on our street. During the two remaining 

hours of daylight, we searched for flashlights and candles, 
preparing for the dark night ahead—and knowing that the 
worst of the storm was still on its way. God heard from me 
often that evening.

The intensity continued to increase as night fell, and the 
greatest tidal surges came between 8 and 10 p.m. Miles 
south of us, high tides inundated whole portions of the 
southern shore of Long Island and sent more water flood-

ing into Lower Manhattan than at 
any time since New York City was 
founded by the Dutch in 1625!

A faith-building experience
While the superstorm was very 

real, God’s presence and protection became especially real to 
me. Not that I ever doubted His existence, but we all seem 
so trivial. The powers of nature and the universe are so 
awesome, and the accomplishments of man so minute and 
vulnerable. Yet in His greatness God gives us personal care 
and attention.

Superstorm Sandy was a faith builder. Though huge events 
swirl around us, be they storms, wars, personal tragedies 
or trials, God is always with us as we endure them. He is 
always there for His children, providing for our every need.

Stephanie Zajac is a Los Angeles, California, native currently 
studying in New York, where she attends the local congrega-
tion of the United Church of God.

The powers of nature and the universe are so awesome, and 
the accomplishments of man so minute and vulnerable. Yet 
in His greatness God gives us personal care and attention.
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Over the years many young adults have conveyed to me 
that beauty and health are important—but that they wish 
to be emotionally stable and happy even more than being 
physically fit.

We know the effort required to build and maintain physi-
cal health. Mental and emotional health requires the same 
or more. Improving your emotional health is rewarding, 
benefits all aspects of your life, boosts your mood, builds 
resilience and improves your enjoyment of the life God has 
given you.

What is mental or emotional health?
Mental or emotional health refers to one’s overall psy-
chological well-being. It includes the way you feel about 
yourself, quality of your relationships, and your ability to 
manage your feelings and deal with difficulties that arise.

Good emotional health isn’t just the absence of mental 
health problems. It’s much more than being free of 
depression, anxiety or other psychological issues. Mental 
and emotional health refers to the presence of positive 
characteristics.

Here’s how God describes it: “A joyful heart is good medicine, 
but a crushed spirit dries up the bones” (Proverbs 17:22, 
English Standard Version, emphasis added throughout). 

The Bible also emphasizes the need for positive focus: 
“Whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, 
whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admira-
ble—if anything is excellent or praiseworthy—think about 
such things” (Philippians 4:8, New International Version).

Similarly, merely not “feeling bad” is not the same as feeling 
good. While some people may not suffer from negative 
feelings, they still need to do things that make them feel 
positive to achieve emotional health.

The teenage and young adult years progressing through 
puberty while dealing with social and peer pressures tend 

to affect emotional health. The results are 
sometimes devastating, and a few seem 
to never recover, carrying emotional scars 
with them for the remainder of their lives.

God never intended us to stay emotion-
ally ill, or to suffer continuously. In fact, one of Christ’s 
apostles put it this way: “Beloved, I pray that in all respects 
you may prosper and be in good health, just as your soul 
prospers” (3 John 1:2, New International Version). Let’s 
look at how we can take care of ourselves emotionally and 
mentally.

Positive characteristics
Mentally and emotionally healthy people develop positive 
characteristics:

• A sense of contentment.

• A balance between work and play, rest and activity.

• An ability to deal well with stress and bounce back from 
adversity.

• A zest for life—laughing often and having fun.

• Flexibility to learn new things and adapt quickly to 
change.

• A sense of meaning and purpose in activities and 
relationships.

• An ability to build and maintain fulfilling relationships 
with others.

These factors allow you to fully participate in life through 
productive, meaningful activities and solid relationships. 
They also help you cope when faced with life’s challenges 
and stresses.

Being emotionally and mentally healthy doesn’t mean you 
never go through difficult times or experience emotional 
challenges. We all have disappointments, loss and change. 
While these are normal parts of life, they can still cause 
sadness, anxiety and stress.

Many men and women in the Bible faced mental and 
emotional challenges (we aren’t the only ones!), and we can 
draw strength from their examples.

motionally healthy people are in control of their emo-
tions and their behavior. They’re able to more readily 
handle the challenges of life. They tend to build stronger 

relationships and more easily recover from setbacks.
E
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by Scott Hoefker

People concerned about their health start exercise programs. But they should 
also think about improving their emotional health.
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Resilience
Emotionally healthy people bounce back from adversity and 
stress—that’s called resilience. Such people cope with difficult 
situations and maintain a positive outlook. They remain 
focused, flexible and creative during good times and difficult 
times.

Throughout His ministry Jesus Christ dealt with lots of 
adversity and stress, yet He was able to maintain a positive 
outlook. That’s the ideal mindset, so “let this mind be in you 
which was also in Christ Jesus” (Philippians 2:5). This will 
give us resilience.

One of the key resilience factors is effectively balancing stress 
and emotions. The capacity to recognize your emotions and 
express them appropriately helps you avoid getting stuck in 
anxiety, depression or other negative moods.

Boost your resilience by turning for encouragement and sup-
port in tough times to a strong network of trusted people—
family and church members, friends, and your pastor.

How do you feel?
Strengthening your mental and emotional health also 
requires paying attention to your own needs and feelings. 
Don’t let stress and negative emotions build up. Try to maintain 
a balance between daily responsibilities and the things you 
enjoy.

Pursue activities that naturally release endorphins and con-
tribute to feeling good. Endorphins are released with physical 
exercise and when we do things that positively impact others. 
Serving others and focusing on helping others will help us 
too.

Take an education class, visit a museum, learn a new lan-
guage, or simply travel somewhere new. Learn and discover 
new things. Think of it as an “intellectual treat.”

At my home here in North Carolina I enjoy the beauty of 
nature. I’ve found that simply walking through my forest gar-
den has lowered my blood pressure and helped reduce stress. 
The same goes for taking a walk through a park or art gallery, 
hiking, just sitting on a bench or relaxing at the beach.

Know yourself
Because we’re all different, not everything will be equally 
beneficial to all people. Some feel better relaxing and slowing 
down, while others need more activity, excitement and men-
tal stimulation to feel better. Find activities that you enjoy 
and that give you a boost.

Whatever internal or external factors have shaped your men-
tal and emotional health, it’s never too late to make changes 
that will improve your psychological well-being. Counter your 
risk factors with protective factors like strong relationships 
with God and your family and friends, a healthy lifestyle, and 
coping strategies for managing stress and negative emotions.

The “wonderful Counselor” Jesus Christ wants you to take 
care of yourself emotionally and mentally (see Isaiah 9:6-7). 
The effort will bring you rich rewards!

Scott Hoefker and his wife Gayle live in Charlotte, North Carolina, 
where he pastors United Church of God congregations in North and 
South Carolina. He has for years had a private counseling practice.iS
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Emotional-
Physical 
Health 
Connection
Taking care of your body is an important step towards 

mental and emotional health. God created links between 
the human body and mind.

When your physical health improves, you’ll experience greater 
mental and emotional well-being. Research has proven that 
exercise not only strengthens our heart and lungs, but also 
releases endorphins, powerful chemicals that energize us and 
affect our emotional and mental health in good ways.
Get enough rest. Most people need seven to eight hours of 
sleep each night to function optimally.
Exercise to relieve stress and lift your mood. Exercise is 
a powerful antidote to stress, anxiety and depression. Taking 
the stairs instead of the elevator or going on a short walk daily 
can help. Try for 30 minutes or more of exercise per day. The 
results will be noticeable!
Learn about good nutrition and practice it. The more you 
learn about what you eat and how it affects your energy and 
mood, the better you’ll feel.
Get a dose of sunlight every day. God created sunlight in 
part to lift our mood. Try to get at least 10 minutes of sunshine 
per day. This can be done while exercising, gardening or in a 
social setting.
Avoid cigarettes and other drugs. These stimulants 
unnaturally make you feel good in the short term but have long-
term negative consequences for mood and emotional health. 
Consider what God’s Word makes clear: “Don’t you realize that 
your body is the temple of the Holy Spirit . . . You do not belong 
to yourself, for God bought you with a high price. So you must 
honor God with your body” (1 Corinthians 6:19-20, New Living 
Translation).
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Right now, though, you’re hungry. The man in charge 
offers you all the rich, steaming dishes of the palace 
kitchen. But you realize you have limited choices if 
you want to obey what God says about what we should 
and shouldn’t eat. The delicacies of the royal table are 
made with foods listed as “unclean”—unfit for human 
consumption—in the Holy Scriptures. And the royal 
steward believes you’ll starve if you don’t eat the meals 

provided by the king’s command. What do 
you do?
If you’re the young prophet Daniel of the 
Bible, you reject the palace foods, ask for 
vegetables and water, and trust God to give 
you the good health to succeed at court (read 
Daniel 1).

Food—Babylon style
Have you ever wondered what people ate in ancient times? 
Historical references in Bible commentaries reveal that 
the royal Babylonian table would have many dishes stewed 
in a combination of fats, spices and blood to give intensity 
and richness. They ate many different kinds of meats, both 

magine the opulence, the splendor of the court of 
ancient Babylon. You’re young, in your late teens 
or early 20s. You and three friends are captives, 

but your captors have selected you from among your 
people to serve at the court of the king.
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When you’re pressured to eat foods you know  
you shouldn’t, what do you do?

by Amanda Stiver
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of the biblically “clean” (allowed to be eaten) and “unclean” 
varieties. Pork was very popular, as was shellfish. Both of 
those are listed as “unclean” for food in the Bible (download or 
request our free booklet What Does the Bible Teach About Clean 
and Unclean Meats? to know more).

Many animals were slaughtered, cooked and eaten as offer-
ings to religious idols. Animals weren’t always well bled when 
they were killed, leaving blood in the body—which the Bible 
also forbids. Knowing God’s dietary laws, Daniel and his 
three friends realized they couldn’t easily sort out what was 
“clean” or “unclean” on the king’s table. Instead, they chose 
vegetables, which likely included grains and beans or lentils, 
all things that grew from seed.

They also drank only water because beverages at the 
Babylonian court were primarily alcoholic ale and wine in 
large quantities. These may have been thickened or clarified 
with animal byproducts, potentially rendering them unfit for 
human consumption according to God’s way. What a menu! 
But what we can learn from Daniel’s experience?

1. Know what’s in your foods and what choices  
are available
Daniel and his three friends Hananiah, Azariah and 
Mishael (renamed Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-Nego by 
the Babylonians) learned that the foods available to them in 
the court of the king of Babylon were tainted. Perhaps they 
observed the kitchen staff at work, or quizzed the chief eunuch 
or royal steward about ingredients and preparation. Whatever 
the case, they knew what was in the food—and what to avoid.

We also need to learn what’s in our food. This involves a bit 
of research like reading ingredient lists. A solid knowledge 
of the lists of clean and unclean meats (see Leviticus 11 and 
Deuteronomy 14) helps us make proper judgments. Generally 
speaking, the fewer, less complicated-sounding ingredients 
there are, the easier it is to decipher the actual origins of a 
food.

Whole foods are easiest. An apple is an apple, a carrot is a car-
rot, and a beefsteak is, by grain, cut, and smell, relatively easy 
to distinguish from pork or horse meat (both of the latter are 
unclean by God’s standards). Yet even meats clean by kind can 
be tainted, as noted later. Again, we need to know what we’re 
putting into our bodies.

2. Know yourself, what foods make you feel well  
and what makes you sluggish or foggy-brained
Even if Daniel and his friends would have had clean foods 
available to them, they still may have avoided the palace foods. 
Ancient Babylonian recipes translated in the 1980s show a 
very rich and highly spiced cuisine. Beer was popular, as was 
wine. Meat dishes were fatty and heavy.

Such decadent fare would have been difficult to digest, and the 
quart to a gallon of beer a day consumed by the average person 
at court would have made the four young men sluggish at best.

The only thing between us and our food is—us. We are respon-
sible for what does or doesn’t go into our bodies. Knowing what 
makes you feel your best requires careful attention to your 
body’s reaction to certain foods. Some people even keep track 
of any particularly unpleasant reactions.

Knowledge of personal health helps us to better submit to 

God’s will for us. Health crises sometimes interfere, but 
striving to be fit and healthy servants of God makes us more 
productive. Our bodies are the physical vessels for God’s Spirit, 
and we have a responsibility to keep ourselves in good order 
(see 1 Corinthians 3:16-17).

3. Obey God, ask and trust Him to provide you  
with good, health-building food choices and sources
Daniel requested of the chief eunuch that he and his com-
rades be given foods that wouldn’t defile them, specifying 
vegetables and clean water. Vegetables included high-protein 
legumes. Rice, cultivated around Babylon at the time, com-
bined with lentils or beans may have provided a complete 
protein.

The king’s steward feared the effects of this diet on the young 
men’s health. Yet God blessed them and granted them favor 
with the steward, and he allowed them to test their diet. They 
remained fit, well-muscled and healthier-looking than the 
other young courtiers (Daniel 1:11-16). 

As at that time, we today need to educate ourselves on 
health issues and ask God for clean, health-building food 
choices. God is the Master Provider, and if we sincerely want 
to improve our health, He will provide what we need. (As 
our Creator, He certainly knows what’s best for our bodies.) 
But beyond asking, we have to take action and, like Daniel, 
choose to eat the good foods.

4. Eat your veggies!
Another possible lesson from the four young Jewish men 
in Babylon is that a diet featuring vegetables can be a boon 
to our health. Some people have chosen, with success, to 
consume a predominantly vegetable diet while dealing with 
a period of illness or stress. While that choice is individual, 
it requires research and often the guidance of a professional. 
It’s safe to conclude that a light, nutritious diet, focusing on 
the benefits of fresh produce, can be a tonic for a stressed 
body. (You should always inform your general practitioner of 
a serious change in diet.)

In contrast, the rich, alcohol-heavy, significantly unclean 
Babylonian diet was hard on the body. The toxins of unclean 
meats alone can be an immense stress on the body systems, 
but today we also have to be wary of toxins sprayed on or 
injected into foods, to say nothing of highly processed and 
genetically modified foods.

None of this means we should adopt vegetarianism, as God 
intends that we eat meat if it meets biblical requirements 
(see 1 Timothy 4:1-5). Yet edible meat must be in addition to 
other needed food, including vegetables, to give us a more 
balanced and nutritious diet. However, there may be times 
when eating just vegetables is the best option available to us, 
as with Daniel and his friends.

In any event, analyze what you eat carefully for what improves 
or damages your well-being. Seek out healthy food sources 
and ask God to provide. Like Daniel, Hananiah, Azariah and 
Mishael, we have choices to make in a world that doesn’t 
always have our good health at heart. By faith and obedience to 
His food laws, God can help us make the best of our health.

Amanda Stiver is a Vertical Thought staff member and a freelance 
writer and editor in Cincinnati, Ohio.©
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No matter when or where we 
live, the Bible is God’s Word to 

teach you—and everyone—
how to live His way.

by Whitney Creech
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o all in Rome who are loved 
by God and called to be saints” 
(Romans 1:7). “To the churches of 
Galatia” (Galatians 1:2). “To the 

saints who are in Ephesus, and faithful 
in Christ Jesus” (Ephesians 1:1). Many 
of the books of the Bible were written to 
different cultures, and the people spoke 
different languages. Many of the tradi-
tional customs were different. Society 
today questions the ability of the Bible 
to relate to our ever-changing culture. Is 
the Bible still relevant to you and me?

The influence of Satan is every-
where
My husband and I recently returned 
from Kenya. We traveled to four dif-
ferent areas in the southeastern region 
and met hundreds of members of local 
congregations of the United Church of 
God there. We ate many delicious meals 
that they prepared and spent hours in 
conversation, learning about their cul-
ture and the challenges they face while 
living according to God’s way of life in 
their society.

The young adults in Kenya face chal-
lenges when they follow God’s way. 
Similarly, the young adults in Western 
cultures face challenges, too. Even 
though the challenges may differ, the 
source of these trials is the same. Satan 
deceives the whole world (see Revelation 
12:9). Every continent, every city, is 
affected by the devil’s influence. We 
are all living in a society where Satan 
manipulates and works his evil to make 
living God’s way of life a challenge.

Even though we are physically separated 
around the globe, God’s people every-
where share the common goal of resist-
ing the evil one.

Learning from others
Each culture has its unique challenges, 
but everyone faces the same enemy. 
Learning from other cultures can give 
insight into how we should be living. We 
can learn from the various struggles and 
challenges to develop our own stronger, 
personal relationship with God.

The United States Constitution pro-
vides protection for the freedom of 
religion. This allows those of us who are 
American citizens to live by God’s laws 
relatively undisturbed by government 
interference at this time. However, in 

Kenya we met a young adult who has 
been expelled from three different 
secondary schools as a result of keeping 
God’s laws.

Learning about the faith that the young 
Kenyan had to trust in God, even if that 
meant being expelled, taught us a lot 
about dedication to God’s way of life. 
Our dedication to obeying God should 
be the same as our brethren in cultures 
who face persecution for their beliefs. 
We all can learn from others’ trials.

In the same way, we can also learn from 
the writings and instructions from the 
men of the Bible. Reading God’s Word 
and applying it to our modern-day life is 
essential to learning the principles God 
has given to us.

God’s way is eternal
The Bible is more than a collection of 
stories. It is the manual God has inspired 
for our daily life. We are to love God’s 
way of life and His instructions. “All 
Scripture is given by inspiration of God, 
and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, 
for correction, for instruction in righ-
teousness, that the man of God may be 
complete, thoroughly equipped for every 
good work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17).

Was Paul saying that Scripture is only 
profitable to cultures similar to the one 
in which he and Timothy lived? On the 
contrary, the entire Bible applies to peo-
ple of all times and places—including 
us today, wherever we may be. When we 
study God’s Word and apply it directly 
to our lives, we can begin to see how 
God’s way works. God did not intend 
for Scripture to be changed or updated 
according to the world’s standards. He 
intended that it serve perfectly for all of 
humanity.

The Bible’s encouragement
Around Kenya we noticed billboards 
selling the latest brands of drinks 
and clothing. It was no different than 
America, with the scantily clad women 
and the promotion of alcohol to make 
yourself happy. Young adults around the 
world are faced with the same decision 
of trying to fit into the surrounding 
culture or taking a stand for what the 
Bible says.

We can become overwhelmed or begin 
to feel alone when realizing the magni-
tude of the battle we face against Satan. 

He wants to challenge us and create 
doubt in our minds about the one true 
God.

Moses encouraged his successor Joshua 
by saying: “Be strong and of good cour-
age, do not fear nor be afraid of them; 
for the Lord your God, He is the One 
who goes with you. He will not leave you 
nor forsake you” (Deuteronomy 31:6). 
He was referring to the threat of neigh-
boring nations warring against Israel. 
However, this is also a huge source of 
encouragement for us living in Satan’s 
world today.

Regardless of what struggles this pres-
ent age might present, the Bible is full 
of encouragement and support. People 
in the Bible faced family trouble—the 
story of David and his son Absalom 
makes many of our quarrels seem irrel-
evant (read 2 Samuel 13 to 18). There 
were stories of death, financial woes, 
poverty and various struggles with sin 
throughout. In the Bible we can find 
hope and encouragement for whatever 
trials we might face.

Relying on the experiences of others
I was prepared for the cultural differ-
ences I would encounter in Kenya. I was 
not prepared, however, for the remark-
able similarities I found while discuss-
ing our journey in living God’s way of 
life. The reality that we all face trials 
and challenges around the world taught 
me how much we all need each other. 
We need to rely on the experiences and 
teachings of others as we all continue 
living a godly life on our journey to the 
Kingdom of God.

God has provided us with a wealth of 
knowledge in the Scriptures. We can 
learn from the struggles of the Church in 
biblical times so we don’t have to make 
the same mistakes today. Reading the 
Bible daily and fellowshipping with peo-
ple of similar beliefs can help us to have 
faith when we face difficult situations.

The Bible is full of information that is 
relevant to all cultures around the world 
at all times. Just as we can learn from 
people in other cultures, we can also 
learn from all the examples in the Bible.

Whitney Creech works at the home office 
of the United Church of God and attends 
the Cincinnati East congregation with her 
husband Aaron.12
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t was a deadly December in 2012. First a shopping mall 
attack outside Portland, Oregon, left two shoppers ran-
domly murdered. And then came the horrific lone killer 
attack on Sandy Hook Elementary School in Newtown, 

Connecticut. Twenty young children, six teachers and 
school staff members plus the killer’s mother earlier that 
morning were murdered in cold blood. Both instances 
ended with the killers taking their own lives. 

What incredibly heartrending and agonizingly sad 
disasters! The future hope of families extinguished in 
a moment. Mothers and wives—teachers dying while 
 heroically trying to save the children’s lives.

How do you make sense of senselessness? How do you 
process the grief? Why did a loving God allow this or any 
similar tragedy? And what can you personally do to shield 
yourself and your family from the deadly and evil spirit 
that triggered these terrible events?

Who or what’s to blame?
At issue is the human heart—the selfish nature of man— far 
more than the weapons used to express that nature. People 
do not want to face the evil that lurks in the human heart.

Shortly before the Sandy Hook tragedy, a Chinese man 
carried out a knife attack, injuring an elderly lady and 
22 children in the Chenpeng Village Primary School in 
the Henan Province—thankfully none of those victims 
died. There had been six similar attacks in a seven-month 
stretch in 2010 in China, and the most recent was in 
August 2012. Those deadly attacks killed almost 20 and 
injured 50 children and adults.

Selfish, sinful human nature is to blame. “For the mind-

set of the flesh is hostile to God because it does not submit 
itself to God’s law, for it is unable to do so” (Romans 8:7, 
Holman Christian Standard Bible). And “the works of the 
flesh are evident, which are . . . hatred, contentions, jeal-
ousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, 
heresies, envy, murders . . .” (Galatians 5:19-21). Indeed, 
the human heart “is deceitful above all things, and desper-
ately wicked; who can know it?” (Jeremiah 17:9).

But we must realize that the human heart is under a dark 
influence in defiance of God.

What would Jesus say?
God is working out a great plan that includes you as much 
as it will include those young lives ended in innocent 
childhood. From the time of Adam and Eve in the Garden 
of Eden, man has chosen to reject God’s supreme leader-
ship and to follow instead the dark and deadly influence of 
Satan the devil. And yes, that fallen angel—also called a 
demon—does exist no matter what the evolutionist intel-
ligentsia tells you. Jesus described the devil, stating: “He 
was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand 
in the truth, because there is no truth in him. When he 
speaks a lie, he speaks from his own resources, for he is a 
liar and the father of it” (John 8:44).

Since humanity’s wrong choice from the outset, the world 
has been cut off from God’s direct rule. And over the 
course of history, people are learning the lessons of what 
that means—being subject now to Satan, to wrongdoers 
under his evil influence, to their own limited and clouded 
reasoning, and to the vagaries of time and chance.

Senseless tragedies and disasters happened when Jesus 
walked the earth too—and He cited two examples to 

The December 2012 massacre in Connecticut gives further evidence of the deep darkness this world 
languishes under. How do we process this? And what are some lessons we should take from it?

by Randy Stiver

Facing Senseless Tragedy
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make an important point. For some reason, possibly a dem-
onstration of severity to maintain political order, the Roman 
governor Pontius Pilate had a group of people from Galilee 
(where Jesus grew up) killed by his soldiers at the Temple 
Mount while they were offering sacrifices. Later a tower near 
the pool of Siloam in Jerusalem fell, killing 18 people. 

Rather like a newscaster of His day, Jesus told His listeners 
how both events applied to them. He also explained that 
those who died were no worse than others—they didn’t 
specifically deserve their suffering and deaths. The point of 
His commentary provides both hope and warning to each of 
us: “but unless you repent you will all likewise perish” (Luke 
13:1-5). 

The hope Jesus held out was repeated again and again during 
His ministry—the future coming of the Kingdom of God, 
when at His return He will take over the rule of the entire 
planet and bring peace and safety to all at last. And with 
repentance, turning from our former ways and fully embrac-
ing God’s way of life, we can be part of His Kingdom and 
family forever. For now, we look to God for guidance through 

the darkness of the present age, while we eagerly anticipate 
the age to come.

Further thoughts going forward
Why did the young adult killer in Connecticut wantonly 
murder all those children and adults in Sandy Hook? 
His motives are unfolding as of this writing. The lessons 
for today’s teens and young adults are both chilling and 
profound—and they are totally unsurprising. Here are some 
takeaway points.

Love life—especially young life. America has exterminated 
some 60 million babies before they were born in tragic, 
though “legalized” abortions—still about 3,000 per day. 
Think about it. The militancy of the abortion rights move-
ment has sadly devalued in the public conscience the lives 
of young children. Is it any wonder, then, that unbalanced 
and evil-hearted people so often vent their ungodly anger on 
children?!

God hates that. The same movement occurred in ancient 
Israel and Judah. Parents offered some of their children to 
pagan gods—especially one called Molech. His bronze statue 
was heated with a fire inside and the little one was placed in 
his red-hot arms to die screaming in pain. Drums (tophet in 
Hebrew) were beaten to drown out the screams. In fact, the 
main place this occurred was a place in the valley just south of 
Jerusalem called “Tophet.” See Jeremiah 7:28-34 to read how 
much God despised the devaluing of the lives of children. He 
destroyed the nation because of that and sins like it.

Be a friend—not a loner. The killer was described repeat-
edly as a loner. Apparently he had some friends who were of 
similar ilk. Some reports described him as “goth,” referring 
to the Goth subculture, which focuses too much on darkness 
and death. That unhealthy preoccupation can drain one’s 
spiritual and emotional reserves to resist self-destruction 
and evil.

This kind of loner thinking is typically unbalanced and 
usually very selfishly oriented—none of which you want 
to be. Jesus had friends, many of whom were His disciples. 
The value of good friends (who will be painfully honest if 
needed) is praised throughout the Bible. “He who walks with 
wise men will be wise, but the companion of fools will be 
destroyed” (Proverbs 13:20).

Violent video games are your enemy! Sadly, the Sandy Hook 
perpetrator fits a predictable pattern of loners who mentally 
feed on darkness and death through increasingly amoral 
and graphically violent video games. University and other 
research over the last 15 to 20 years has shown that violent 
video gaming conditions the mind much like the military 

conditions young men as sol-
diers to kill. However, video 
games don’t instill the mental 
discipline that military train-
ing at least provides.

The title of an article in 
Psychology Today magazine 
asked the question, “Do 

Violent Video Games Increase Aggression?” After listing the 
many reasons why, the author, a psychology professor, con-
cluded: “In summary, although they are not the only factor 
that increases aggression, violent video games do have a sig-
nificant effect on aggression” (Brad Bushman, Jan. 27, 2012).

The “V” in vertical thinking does not stand for “violent.” 
God’s way is the way of genuine outgoing concern for 
others—not for the graphically mocked killing of others 
which can literally bleed into real life. Limit video gaming in 
your life, and avoid violent gaming entirely. Another proverb 
conveys the wisdom: “As he thinks in his heart, so is he” 
(Proverbs 23:7). Analyze how you are thinking.

Aftermath of tragedy
We mourn and cry for little lives lost, futures destroyed, 
families in agonizing sadness. But God has a better day for 
even the victims of this evil crime and sin. Those children 
and their teachers will live again—in safety, when the 
Kingdom of God rules the world. (To understand more about 
why God allows such terrible events to happen now, be sure 
to request or read online our free booklet Why Does God 
Allow Suffering? at www.ucg.org/booklets).

But what for us? How will we respond, right now in our lives? 
To summarize Jesus Christ’s plea for life and peace: Repent or 
perish! But He wants us to repent—to change our minds and 
choose life and love and joy.

Randy Stiver serves as managing editor for Vertical Thought and 
teaches at Ambassador Bible Center in Milford, Ohio.

The hope Jesus held out was repeated again and again during 
His ministry—the future coming of the Kingdom of God, when 
at His return He will take over the rule of the entire planet and 
bring peace and safety to all at last.
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Compiled by Amanda Stiver

No Junk in the DNA Encyclopedia

In the News

Newly Excavated 
“Head” of the 
Triceratops
A newfound triceratops skull has been dug 
out of the South Dakota countryside near 
Buffalo. Though several have previously 
been found in South Dakota, this appears 
to be the largest ever. Cleaning the skull in 
preparation for complete measurements 
could take up to a year and a half.

The eight-foot skull was discovered by fossil 
hunter John Carter and purchased by Alan 
Detrich, who plans to sell the skull to an 
institution for display. Experts believe that 
triceratops lived only in the western United 
States, although related species lived in 
other parts of the world. Though skulls are 
relatively common finds (there are about 
100 known examples), a full skeleton is 
rare. This most recent skull will be paired 
with a separate skeleton for better exhibition 
(“Triceratops Head Found in SD Could Be 
Biggest Ever,” WashingtonExaminer.com, 
Oct. 29, 2012).

Creative Swiss scientists have come up with 
a new use for cellular technology—text alerts 
from sheep under siege by wolves high in the 
Alps. A collar fitted to the neck of the sheep 
will monitor the heart rate of the 
animal, and if the rate remains 
elevated for an extended length 
of time, a text will automatically 
be sent to shepherds.

After a period of decline, wolves 
in the Alps are repopulating, and 
now sheep owners with herds in 
remote area are facing the loss 
of greater numbers of sheep. 
The new device will hopefully al-

low shepherds to attend to distressed flocks 
quickly, enabling them to thwart wolves prey-
ing on the herd (“Texting Sheep: Baaad News 
for Wolves,” Aug. 6, 2012). 

ENCODE is an international project to create an 
encyclopedia of human DNA elements. A team 
of 442 scientists has, over the past 10 years, 
attempted to catalogue every nucleotide of the 
genome that has an actual function (nucleotides 
being base chemical compounds occurring in 
particular sequences along the DNA chain—
effectively “letters” in the code). So far, 80 
percent of the genome has been found to have a 
biochemical function.

Previously the other 20 percent was thought 
to be comparatively extraneous or “junk DNA.” 
Now, however, scientists are rethinking that 
position. It appears that all DNA is functional in 
determining and directing the body’s biochemi-

cal development and processes (“ENCODE: The 
Rough Guide to the Human Genome,” Blogs.
DiscoverMagazine.com). With much more re-
search to be done, it seems that DNA continues 
to be a deeply complex and interconnected 
language that influences the most basic func-
tions of life.

As Creator of the universe, if God doesn’t let 
even a sparrow fall to the ground unnoticed (see 
Matthew 10:29-30), then surely He designed 
the language of DNA with each detail intrinsic 
to the function of the whole. For more details 
check out “Hey, Hey, DNA! Proving God’s 
Existence Genetically” in the July-September 
2012 issue of Vertical Thought.

Sheep “Text” About Danger

A living purification project 
is planting new beds of 
oysters in New York Harbor in 
order to filter and clean pollution in the 
busy waters of the city. According to experts 
who planned the project, an oyster (along with 
other shellfish) is ideally designed for the job. 
During the feeding process, the mollusk sucks 
in water, retaining filth and polluted particulates 
along with its food, and releases clean water, 
with a turnover of 50 gallons of water a day.

Serving as water purification filters, these oys-
ters are clearly not fit for human consumption. 

The toxins they contain 
make them very danger-
ous for human health 

(Verena Dobnik, “New York’s 
New Environmental ‘Hero’—the 

Oyster,” Associated Press, Sept. 2, 2012). 

But we should realize that oysters provide such 
filtration in general. And, in fact, the Creator God 
Himself commanded us not to eat mollusks and 
other shellfish, labeling them as “unclean”—not 
designed for human consumption. To learn more 
about this vital aspect of God’s design for hu-
man health, download or request a copy of What 
Does the Bible Teach About Clean and Unclean 
Meats? (at www.ucg.org/booklets/).

Oyster Filter

Percentage of American aged 16 to 
29 who frequent local libraries. 
—Christine Haughney, “Young People 
Frequent Libraries, Study Finds.” 
MediaDecoder.Blogs.NYTimes.com,  
Oct. 22, 2012.

60%
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Jerusalem Reservoir  
Dates to First Temple Era
A 3,000-year-old reservoir was recently 
unearthed near Jerusalem’s Temple Mount, 
according to the Israeli Antiquities Authority. 
The giant rock-hewn tank held about 66,000 
gallons of water and dates to the era of 
the First Temple, which was built by King 
Solomon in the 10th century B.C. and de-
stroyed 400 years later.

Archeologists found handprints still visible 
in the plaster, just as in other First Temple 
era reservoirs elsewhere. The water source 
would have been used by city residents as 
well as vast numbers of pilgrims coming up 
to the temple for festivals, as described in 
the Bible. 

This reservoir suggests that Jerusalem had a 
more elaborate municipal water system in the 
First Temple period than modern experts pre-
viously thought—earlier assumptions cen-
tered on just the smaller system fed by the 
Gihon Spring (Eddie Wrenn, “Archaeologists 
Discover 3,000 Year Old Reservoir Used by 
Pilgrims on Their Way to Temple Mount in 
Jerusalem,” DailyMail.co.uk, Sept. 10, 2012).

Archaeological finds like these continue to 
add more and more evidence to the irrefut-
able veracity of the biblical record.
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Dogs prefer Mozart!
A Colorado State University study found ani-
mals were calm when classical music was 
played, but developed nervous shaking when 
hard rock was played. 
—Monte Whaley, “CSU Study: Shelter Dogs 
Prefer Mozart Over Iron Maiden,” DenverPost.
com, Oct. 16, 2012.

In a report for the International Society for Research on 
Aggression, experts have recently concluded that evi-
dence supports the claim that violent media—especially 
including violent video games—can, indeed, act as a 
trigger for aggressive thoughts or feelings already pres-
ent. They also claim that feeding on violent images in 
movies or video games can increase the risk of aggres-
sion in the form of intentional verbal or physical harm to 
another person.

Repeated use of violent media pushes violent feelings to 
the surface more easily, which can lead to aggression in 
real-world situations with other people. The experts rec-
ommend that parents carefully monitor if and how their 
children use such media (Eddie Wrenn, “Violent Images in Movies, TV or Computer Games 
CAN Act as Triggers for Aggression, Says New Report,” DailyMail.co.uk, Aug. 29, 2012).

Though the effects of violent images in media has long been debated, those who know the 
Word of God can easily see that constantly feeding our minds with this kind of entertainment 
will lead from thought to word to behavior (see Matthew 15:18-19; Luke 6:45). God tells us to 
instead fill our minds with positive things (Philippians 4:8).

Violent Video Games  
Influence Violent Reactions

Wait!  
There’s More …
If you’d like to see more articles and our 
weekly commentaries, jump over to our 
website. There you’ll also have access 
to all of our back issues and answers to 
 commonly asked questions.

VerticalThought.org

A study in England recently found that though 
smartphones have their advantages, they also 
keep employees chained to their work, even 
at home after hours. The study, commis-
sioned by Pixmania, a technology company in 

the UK, found that the average person with a 
smartphone or tablet works on it an extra two 
hours a day.

About 90 percent of workers have an e-
mail-enabled phone and check it 20 times 
a day. Many felt they were on call nearly 24 
hours a day—even waking up in the middle 
of the night to deal with work issues (“How 
Smartphones and Tablets Are Adding Two 
Hours to Our Working Day,” DailyMail.co.uk, 
Oct. 30, 2012).

God instituted the seventh-day Sabbath from 
the beginning of creation. He commands us to 
take that day to rest from the constant flurry 
of work. People don’t function perpetually 
without rest. God made us to need enough 
sleep at night to be at our best the next day, 
and likewise to rest on His Sabbath each week 
in order to recharge spiritually and physically.

Smartphones Keep You On Call
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I LOVE READING 
VERTICAL THOUGHT!

It’s true! Following this issue, 
Vertical Thought will shift to an exciting, 
new, Web-only publication! But don’t worry, 
all that Vertical Thought  offers in print— 
and more—will be waiting for you at:

VerticalThought.org

• “In the News” actively updated 
• Regular VT blogs 
• Vertical video commentaries 
• Frequent full-feature articles 
• Vertical thinking in art, photos and humor 
Don’t miss a single digital feature of VT!  
Go to VerticalThought.org now and request our 
regular updates.

ME TOO—BUT I 
HEARD VT IS GOING 

ALL DIGITAL?


