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Today’s technologically savvy youth readily embrace music and all the ways it is now 
delivered. Many young people on their way to the bus stop in my neighborhood have 
portable MP3 players, iPods and cell phones that play tunes. Users of such equip-

ment can be recognized by earbuds in their ears and dangling cords attached to the sources 
of their music. And such devices have become status symbols. Those who don’t have them 
aspire to get them as soon as possible.

Plugged In—Tuned Out?

Plugging in to one’s own music allows us to tune out 
what’s going on around us and create our own envi-
ronment. Of course, it’s not just young people who 
are tuning in to music. People of all ages now listen 
to music as they ride the bus, jog, exercise or work in 
the yard. This is in addition to enjoying music in the 
more traditional ways, such as when riding in cars 
or relaxing at home. 

There is no doubt that music is a powerful and 
enjoyable medium, but is it always beneficial for us? 
That depends. Sometimes it is; sometimes it isn’t.

The health food industry tells us that we are what 
we eat. When it comes to music, we often are what we 
listen to. The point is, music influences us. 

ScienceDaily reported that “according to new 
research presented at the American Public Health 
Association’s Annual Meeting & Exposition in 
Washington, D.C., 33 percent of the most popular 
songs of 2005 portrayed substance use.” Brian 
Primack, lead researcher on this study, said, 
“Previous research has shown that exposure to 
substance use messages in media is linked to actual 
substance use in adolescents.”  

The references to “substance use”—alcohol and 
marijuana were most often portrayed—varied by 
genre. “Rap music led the way with 77 percent of 
songs referring to substance use, followed by coun-
try at 37 percent and R&B/hip-hop at 20 percent. 
Rock and pop were on the lower end of the spectrum 
at 14 percent and 9 percent, respectively.” Sadly, 
substance abuse in these songs was often portrayed 
in a positive way. 

Those who care about the influence music has on 
them will carefully choose the genres and even the 
specific pieces of music to which they’ll listen. 

Of course, we also have to remember that plug-
ging in to music and tuning out the real world can 
also lead to problems. Connecting to technology 
of all types—including music, cell phones and the 
Internet—can inadvertently create a disconnect 
between young people and their parents. While 
developing and maintaining a good relationship 
between youth and parents has been a timeless 
challenge, today’s technology allows young people 
greater opportunities to function in their own 
worlds apart from adult influence. 

In this issue we provide some vertical food for 
thought regarding music, as well as advice that can 
help you have a better relationship with your par-
ents. We hope you’ll plug in judiciously and also be 
tuned in to strengthening that vital relationship.
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We hope you’ll plug in judiciously and 
also be tuned in to strengthening your 
vital relationship with your parents.



Ver t ical  Thought  A p r i l – J u n e  2 0 0 8      3

Im
ag

es
: 

iS
to

ck
p

ho
to

, 
M

at
th

ew
 a

nd
 M

ar
y 

A
nn

 B
at

es
, 

iS
to

ck
p

ho
to

 
C

ov
er

 p
ho

to
 il

lu
st

ra
tio

n:
 S

ha
un

 V
en

is
h,

 im
ag

es
 f

ro
m

 P
ho

to
d

is
c 

 

4 There’s Music in the Bible 
Surprising to some, Scripture includes many 
 references to singing and to musical instruments 
in worship to God and in everyday life.

6 Do Lyrics Matter?
What goes into your head can affect your 
thoughts and actions.

8 When Stars (and Lives) Collide
Does today’s celebrity culture distract us from 
what’s really important?

10 Forgiving Your Parents
Even though it’s often hard to do, it can be done 
and it’s well worth the effort. We’ll show you how.

13 Act Without Thinking
It seems like strange advice, but come along and 
you’ll see what I mean.

15 Americans in Amman, Jordan
What would it be like to get married in the Ameri-
can Midwest, then move halfway around the 
world to spend a year working in the Muslim 
Middle East?

18  God, Goths and Emos
When the culture is so clueless and corrupt, the 
call of the countercultures is great. But there’s 
a counterculture nearly everyone has overlooked.

20 Sifting the News:  
What to Look For
One source reports the news one way. Another 
presents a very different picture. How do we 
make sense of these confusing discrepancies?

Regular Features:

9 + 21 Question and Answer

22 In the News

6

10

15



4     Vertical Thought  A p r i l – J u n e  2 0 0 8  w w w .V e r t i c a l T h o u g h t . o r g

Did you realize the Bible is loaded with music? From the angels being created 
with musical abilities and singing at the creation of the earth (see Ezekiel 
28:13-14; Job 38:7) to the song of the Lamb of God (Revelation 15:3), the 
Bible is chock-full of music and musical references from cover to cover.

Early in human history, Jubal in Genesis 4:21 is described as the father of those playing the 
harp and flute. Many years later, in Genesis 31:27, when Laban spoke with his son-in-law 
Jacob, he said Jacob should not have left secretly but should have allowed Laban to send 
him away with a musical celebration. He specifically mentions songs along with two musical 
instruments—the timbrel and harp. Obviously, in the ancient Middle East music was a part 
of celebrations. That is also true in many cultures today.

Further study of the Bible reveals that music was used as an emotional expression of appre-
ciation and thanks to God. When an unusual or significant event occurred, it was quite com-
mon for people to compose and sing songs praising and thanking God for His blessing. 

An example of this is found in Exodus 15. After leaving Egypt as the direct result of God 
having sent plagues on the Egyptians, ancient Israel found itself in the frightening position 

of being trapped by mountains on both sides of them, the Red Sea in front of them and the 
army of Egypt closing in behind them. God then miraculously parted the Red Sea and dried 
the sea bottom, allowing Israel to walk to the other side. 

When the Egyptians went down into the sea in pursuit, God allowed the walls of water to 
slam back together, drowning the Egyptian army (Exodus 14:9-12, 21-23, 28-30). Ill
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Surprising to some, Scripture includes many references to singing and 
musical instruments being played in worshipping God and in everyday life. 

b y  K e n  T r e y b i g
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Moses and the Israelites sing
Exodus 15 records the song Moses and the Israelites 
sang praising God’s merciful deliverance (verses 1-18). 
Then Miriam, Moses’ sister, and the women also played, 
sang and danced in jubilation—apparently singing a 

companion song that complemented the words of 
Moses’ song (verses 20-21).

A few centuries later, after the Israelites 
settled in the land God promised them, King 
David appointed a group of 4,000 men from 
the 38,000 of the tribe of Levi (so just over 10 

percent of the Levites) to serve in the temple 
as full-time professional musicians (1 Chronicles 

6:31-33 and 23:3-6). Their job included singing songs of 
praise to God in formal worship services.

The whole book of Psalms (the longest book in the Bible) 
seems to be a kind of national hymnal, with many psalms 
bearing David’s name as the composer.

Music was highly regarded in the Old Testament. Besides 
poetry, it is the main art form that seems to have been 
cultivated to any extent in ancient Israel. Perhaps it is 
because the second of the Ten Commandments prohibits 
making any likeness or graven image as a religious object. 
The other nations of the ancient world were steeped in 
the use of ornate paintings, carvings and sculptures in 
the worship of their gods. God’s people were to avoid 
those and therefore focused on the powerful emotional 
impact of words—written, spoken and sung.

Jesus and His disciples sing
The New Testament continues this rich heritage. After 
inaugurating the symbols of the New Testament Passover 
on the night before His betrayal and crucifixion, Jesus 
and the disciples sang a hymn at the conclusion of the 
Passover service (Matthew 26:30).

The apostle Paul later wrote to the Christians at Colosse 
that the teachings of Christ should be deeply treasured 
as they taught and counseled each other in word and 
song. He spoke of “psalms and hymns and spiritual 
songs” (Colossians 3:16)—all of which indicate the use 
of music in joyous worship of God.

Completing the New Testament, the book of Revelation 
describes numerous scenes that include the use of songs 
in worship and praise of God in heaven. This includes 
the singing of a new song by the 144,000 who are 
redeemed from the earth to the accompaniment of harps 
(Revelation 14:1-3).

Clearly God gives His approval of music as an appropri-
ate means of expression—whether in everyday life or 
in worship of Him. However, like many other aspects of 
human existence, music can be misused. Be sure to read 
the other articles in this issue for some helpful insights 
on the right and wrong use of this powerful art form.

Ken Treybig is the director of United Youth Camp Carter 
and pastor of United Church of God congregations in Big 
Sandy and Texarkana, Texas.

What’s Legal & Christian 
in Sharing Music?
Suzy has a great ear for music and wanted a CD 
of the greatest hits of Johnny Cash. She had a file-
sharing program and was beginning to download 
the songs when her bookish 12-year-old-sister 
Jane asked her what she was doing. 

Jane informed Suzy that this is a copyright viola-
tion and that she could get into a lot of trouble. 

Suzy told her that no one was going to worry 
about a senior in high school. Jane wasn’t so sure 
about that. She told Suzy that over 20,000 people 
have been sued by the Recording Industry Asso-
ciation of America (RIAA) for file sharing and that 
the RIAA recently went after a single mother to the 
tune of $222,000 for sharing 24 songs. 

Why do they care so much about a few songs?

The issue here is that these songs are the property 
of the artists who wrote and/or performed them. 
These artists have a copyright to their intellectual 
property that gives them the right to choose who 
may copy the work or perform it publicly. 

If others copy a song through file sharing, the art-
ist does not receive a royalty (money) for that use 
of his work. For every artist at the top of the Bill-
board music charts, there are many people behind 
the scenes who wouldn’t get their allotted share 
as well, including songwriters, sound engineers 
and label employees who help create those hits.

The law varies from country to country regard-
ing the legality of downloading and uploading of 
copyright-protected songs. (For example, in the 
United States it is illegal to download or upload; 
in Canada it is only illegal to upload.)

The case Jane mentioned above was decided in 
Duluth, Minnesota, and marks the first case of its 
kind to go to court (Capitol Records v. Jammie 
Thomas). Others have been settled out of court.

The possibility of being sued over file sharing 
should not be the principal consideration for verti-
cal thinkers. Our main concern should be to follow 
God—including His directives that we not steal, 
that we treat others as we would have them treat 
us and that we follow the law of the land in which 
we live whenever it does not violate God’s will 
(Exodus 20:15; Luke 6:31; Romans 13:1-7). 

It’s wrong to take what doesn’t belong to us with-
out permission, whether it be from a small shop-
keeper or a billionaire entertainer. Our standard 
should be that found in God’s Word. Beyond just 
telling us not to steal, Philippians 2:4 positively tells 
us, “Let each of you look out not only for his own 
interests, but also for the interests of others.”

–Brendan Babcock, patent attorney
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ave you ever noticed someone 
singing along with a song while 
working or driving? Or have you 
found yourself humming with a 
tune being piped over a speaker 
at a mall or while being placed on 

hold for a telephone call? Songs and music 
can dance through our heads without us even 
being aware that we are “tuned” in.

We are constantly bombarded with sounds, 
and it’s easy to lock onto a stream of con-
sciousness without screening it for appropri-
ateness. Sounds, music, voices, radio, even 
television background sounds all leave an 
imprint on our psyche.

When we hear certain themes over and over 
again, we can incorporate them into our sub-
conscious—even ideas that can be and often 
are quite damaging. Is it possible that we 
can listen to lyrics wrapped in the cadence 
of powerful, rhythmic music and begin to 
believe a lie—or be persuaded to follow a 
path that leads to sin and rebellion?

Music can be a powerful motivator and 
mood enhancer. One band clearly boasts 
of this power in the song “Impact”:

“I make an impact on lives
Through truth as well as lies
I overcome your eyes
And leave an etched memory forever …
I lead people everyday
Always in the correct way
Never lead astray
And leave an etched memory forever …”

Impact indeed (though please under-
stand that I’m in no way endorsing this 
particular music). 

Regrettably, some of the most suc-
cessful artists can get pretty mixed up 
about the messages they send their 
audiences. Britney Spears, whose 
sad decline is often front-page news, 
began her musical career as a young 
and energetic talent, but her life was 
filled with contradiction. Us Magazine is 
credited with the following comment 
on Spears’ music, which should have 
the listener concerned: “She’s still 
an eerie contradiction: a hypersex-
ual Cinderella trying to combine 
Disney innocence with a touch 
of old-fashioned smut” (www.
goodfight.org/e_bspears.
html). This is reflected in 
not just her image but 
often her lyrics.

Shouldn’t a Christian be wary when it comes to listening to her songs? 
Could it be as wrong to sing a lie as to live it? What you listen to will affect 
your mood, your mind and, ultimately, your actions. Christ said His dis-
ciples would be set apart by His Word. God’s Word is truth (John 17:17). 
Why would a Christian allow himself to be teased and tempted to  fantasize 
about what is not in his or her best interest? 

Words can help move us to action and lead us toward a fulfilling and 
rewarding life or tempt us to sin. Concepts that uphold godly values can 
inspire and motivate us to make a difference in the world and make a 
 difference in our own lives. 

The apostle Paul advised, “Do not take overmuch wine by which one may 
be overcome, but be full of the Spirit; joining with one another in holy songs 
of praise and of the Spirit, using your voice in songs and making melody 

What goes into your head can affect your thoughts and actions.

b y  L a r r y  G r e i d e r

T h o u g h t . o r g
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I can’t get that song out of my 
head!” is a common complaint 
when a jingle from a commercial 

rattles around in our minds and we 
hum it endlessly. Why do those bits 
of music get stuck in our memory?

Recent research has located the sec-
tion of the brain that seems to fos-
ter holding on to a tune. A team of 
researchers from Dartmouth College 
scanned the brains of volunteers 
while bits of songs were played and 
then stopped suddenly. 

The auditory cortex, the section of 
the brain that deals with informa-
tion from the ears, showed brain 
activity while the music played and, 
interestingly, it also functioned when 
the music was turned off. The volun-
teers reported hearing the tune in 
their heads even after the music had 
stopped. The brain supplied the rest 
of the music from memory.

Familiarity plays an important part 
in how much of a tune or even the 
lyrics of a song stay in you memory. 
In other words, the more you listen 
to a particular song, the more likely 
it will become part of your memory.

The musical mind
In his recent book, This Is Your Brain 
on Music, Daniel Levitin analyzed 
how the brain listens to a whole 
piece of music. Volunteers underwent 
magnetic resonance imaging (MRI) 
while they listened to classical music 
selections. The brain went through a 
 strategic series of processes during 
the listening experience. 

First the forebrain analyzed the 
structure and meaning of the tune 
and then dopamine was released, 
triggering a sense of reward. Next 
the cerebellum, the brain area con-
nected to physical movement, reacted 
by assessing the tempo, rhythm and 
emotional peaks of the song. Dr. 
Levitin theorizes that in this step the 
mind was trying to figure out where 

the song would go next.

Assessing other types of music, Dr. 
Levitin concluded that popular music 
appealed to the mind and memory 
because it relies on the blend of 
sounds we call timbre. Each per-
former or band creates a signature 
timbre that remains consistent, caus-
ing the memory to recognize what is 
familiar. 

Dr. Levitin believes pitch and har-
mony are becoming less important to 
those who produce and perform pop-
ular music (Clive Thompson, “Music 
of the Hemispheres,” New York Times, 
Dec. 31, 2006). Having a consistent 
timbre is an effective way to market 
the brand of a certain group and sell 
music.

Take a brain check
The upshot of all this brain activity 
is that what we put in our brains 
will be there for a long time. It also 
means that listening to music is not 
a  passive activity. 

Not only is the brain working and 
the mind developing an emotional 
response to what is heard, but the 
center of movement in the cerebel-
lum is called into play. Music is mov-
ing, literally—which explains the 
urge to tap our feet, clap our hands 
or snap our fingers along with catchy 
tunes in a performance!

What this means is that we have a 
responsibility to monitor what we are 
listening to. Are we choosing music 
that leads us to think positively 
about the future, our fellow human 
beings and God’s way of life? Does 
the message the lyrics carry contain 
respect for the code of life outlined 
in the Ten Commandments, or does 
it counter that code?

Consume a steady listening diet of 
the good stuff because music has 
great power. Let it move you to do 
good things!

–Amanda Stiver

in your heart to the Lord” (Ephesians 
5:18-19, Bible in Basic English). 

God has given us emotions to make our 
lives fuller and help us deal with a wide 
range of experiences. We have to use self-
control to be sure we don’t allow a con-
cept that can be harmful to be etched in 
our minds. We have to guard our hearts 
and our minds and beware of the tempta-
tion to follow the path leading to darkness.

If you want to be successful and positive, 
you must fill your mind with things that are 
encouraging and true. Many songs are 
positive and motivate you to grow toward 
your potential as part of God’s family. 
Uplifting songs that bring out the correct 
emotions are ideal. 

Scripture advises: “Let the word of Christ 
dwell in you richly in all wisdom, teaching 
and admonishing one another in psalms 
and hymns and spiritual songs, singing 
with grace in your hearts to the Lord. And 
whatever you do in word or deed, do all in 
the name of the Lord Jesus, giving thanks 
to God the Father through Him”  
(Colossians 3:16-17). 

This doesn’t mean you have to listen to 
church music all day. Plenty of fun, upbeat 
songs have good lyrics. But often the beat 
and the music dominate the song, and it 
is easy to lose the message that the art-
ist is actually communicating in the words. 
It takes effort to really hear the  lyrics 
and decide if you want that message 
 massaging your brain.

King David loved music and so does 
God. God created music and instructed 
songs to be sung in the temple. Angels 
shouted for joy when God created the 
earth (Job 38:7). We can only imagine the 
beauty and clarity of the message and the 
 powerful harmony and precision of the 
melodies that must be performed around 
God’s throne.

The next time you download a new song 
on your iPod or tune in your favorite radio 
station, ask yourself if you really want 
those lyrics from the latest hit song to 
invade your mind. Are they lyrics you can 
enjoy and agree with? Remember—think-
ing vertically takes effort. Enjoy your music, 
but watch out for the hidden messages 
that might affect you more than you know.

Larry Greider is national director of the United 
Youth Camps and Challenger II programs and 
pastors a United Church of God congregation in 
Los Angeles, California.
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Does today’s  
celebrity culture  

distract us from what’s  
really important?

by Kristin Yarbrough

Does today’s celebrity culture distract us from what’s really important?
b y  K r i s t i n  Y a r b r o u g h

H
er glare burned through the sleep-
less fog that blanketed my head. 
“How did we miss this?” my former 
managing editor asked, waving a 
newspaper at me.

My mind raced, still exhausted from working the late shift 
the previous day. Did something big happen just after 
the midnight deadline? I had checked out the competing 
papers that morning for any missed scoops, as was my 
habit in my early years of reporting. There were none. What-
ever she was mad about was literally news to me.

“Why isn’t there a story about Jason Priestley’s car acci-
dent on the front page?” she asked. “Or at least a teaser!”

As my coffee went to work, I vaguely remembered a spot 
on CNN about the former Beverly Hills 90210 actor crashing 
his car into a wall at the Kentucky Speedway. That was why 
she was angry with me?

“Because it’s not news,” I replied, earning myself an even 
worse death glare. 

I’m reminded of this exchange every few years, when a big 
celebrity news story breaks. One of the best examples was 
May 27, 2006, when the birth of Shiloh Nouvel Jolie-Pitt (the 
daughter of actors Brad Pitt and Angelina Jolie) preempted 
news about an earthquake that killed more than 5,000 peo-
ple in Indonesia. 

In one case, a child entered the world in the African coun-
try of Namibia. In the other, a 6.2-magnitude quake killed 
thousands, injured tens of thousands more, damaged 
more than a hundred thousand homes and left at least a 
million people homeless. Which story affected more lives? 
Which one do you think was more widely discussed? 

If Internet statistics are any indication, Shiloh won, hands 
down. Celebrities once again peppered Yahoo’s annual list 
of the top overall Web searches for 2007. Pop star Britney 
Spears was the most searched for “item” on the Internet, 
with  socialite Paris Hilton taking third place, singer Beyoncé 
in fifth and actress Lindsay Lohan finishing sixth (tech-
crunch.com/2007/12/03/yahoo-top-searches-2007-please-
people-stop-typing-britney-spears-into-search-boxes/).
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It’s so easy to get wrapped up in the celebrity culture 
because it’s everywhere—on television, on the Internet, on 
the radio—says Stuart Fischoff, senior editor of the Journal 
of Media Psychology and emeritus psychology professor at 
California State University, in a phone interview with Vertical 
Thought. 

Young people are especially vulnerable because they are 
still shoring up their self-esteem, developing their  identity 
and finding common ground with their peers, according 
to Dr. Fischoff. Since celebrity news is everywhere, it’s an 
easy way to relate to others. And because it’s so readily 
available, it often leads us to misplace our priorities. 

“The trouble with the celebrity culture is that it seduces 
people from thinking about stuff that’s really important,” Dr. 
Fischoff says. 

When we are distracted from things that are important to 
us—our relationships, our aspirations, our religion—we don’t 
learn to solve problems and we don’t mature, explains Dr. 
Fischoff. In some cases, celebrity worship can become 
like a substance abuse problem—we immerse ourselves in 
knowledge and conversations about our favorite star rather 
than deal with the real concerns in our lives. 

Dr. Fischoff says: “It is easier to talk about these superficial 
things than to deal with the real issues. But the superficial 
things are not the things that stab you in the back.”

The Bible also warns against focusing our time and energy 
on the wrong things, telling us to make wise use of our 
time in seeking first God’s Kingdom and right ways, setting 

our focus on things of God above and meditating on the 
positive aspects of life (Ephesians 5:11-17; Matthew 6:33; 
Colossians 3:1-10; Philippians 4:8). In other words, think 
vertically—what this magazine is all about. 

In Mark 13:33, Jesus warns His disciples to watch world 
events so they are not caught off guard when the end of 
this age comes. Earlier in the chapter, He mentions some 
of the signs that the time is near: wars, famines and earth-
quakes. Not surprisingly, Jamie Lynn Spears’ pregnancy is 
not mentioned!

That’s not to say that we can’t learn anything from celeb-
rities, Dr. Fischoff points out. Some have rags-to-riches 
success stories that can inspire us to work hard for our 
own goals. Others, including Brad Pitt and U2’s Bono, use 
their celebrity status to promote social causes in which 
they believe. But if we look to stars like these, Dr. Fischoff 
warns, it must be as examples for our lives in these positive 
respects, not the focal point of our lives. 

As for baby Shiloh, news of her will probably be impossible 
to avoid during coming years. Some wonder if her parents 
picked a name with messianic overtones (Shiloh means “His 
gift” in Hebrew) in part to poke fun at the media firestorm 
her birth would create.

Let’s be sure to keep our eyes on our true Messiah and 
heed the advice He gave us in  Matthew 6:33–to seek His 
Kingdom first. 

Kristin Yarbrough is a freelance writer who lives in Brandon, 
Florida, with her husband Sean and daughter Katie. 
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Question: Is it wrong to get drunk? 
Many times I have been at activities 
where teens my age are drinking. 
What does the Bible say about this? 

Answer: Spurred on by commercial 
advertising and peer pressure, many 
young people today are abusing 
alcohol. Unfortunately, some parents 
are dismissing teenage drunkenness 
as a basically harmless activity. Par-
ents who accept alcohol abuse in 
their teens often reason that alcohol 
is better than other drugs and thus 
see alcohol as only a minor problem. 
But teenage drinking is a serious 
concern on several biblical grounds, 

regardless of what misinformed 
 parents may say or do.

First, we must understand that the 
Bible clearly says, “Neither fornica-
tors, nor … drunkards … will inherit 
the kingdom of God” (1 Corinthians 
6:9-10). Getting drunk is obviously a 
sin! Proverbs labels it foolish (20:1; 
23:20-21; 29-35

Although God allows people to drink 
alcohol in moderation and even 
includes its use in the Passover ser-
vice, many drink more than they 
should and thus, sin. When parents 
teach their own children to drink 
alcohol only in moderation, this is 
acceptable with God and provides 
important instruction for youth. 

Unfortunately, most teenage drinking 
is done without parental knowledge 
or consent. If parents instruct their 
children not to drink alcohol and 

teens drink anyway, they are dishon-
oring their parents and breaking the 
Fifth Commandment (Exodus 20:12). 

Local laws against minors drinking in 
public represent still another biblical 
concept we must consider. God tells 
us to obey the governing authorities 
where we live (Romans 13:1-7). So 
violations of laws  forbidding minors 
to drink are also sin. 

Teens who honor and respect God 
will say, “No,” to offers of alco-
hol when their parents tell them 
not to drink or when local laws for-
bid drinking by youth. These same 
teens—ones who honor God—may 
drink in moderation when it is legally 
permitted and their parents approve. 
Vertical Thought encourages you to 
be one of these kinds of teens.

(From Q and A topics on our Web 
site: www.verticalthought.org/qa/) 
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dad is so unfair!” exclaimed Connor, 
age 17. Ever since he’d gotten his driv-

er’s license, he’d been enjoying driving 
over to his friend’s home and even run-

ning errands for his mother. But his grades 
at school began suffering due to his lack of study. 

His dad had talked to him previously about this problem 
and warned him that he would lose his driving privileges if 
he didn’t bring his grades up. After seeing the latest report 
of Connor’s continuing poor academic performance, his 
father announced that he would no longer be driving until 
his grades improved. Connor felt like he was being treated 
like a little child. 

For Amanda, age 16, it’s her mother who has her upset. 
“While I was at school, my mom snooped through my 
desk and found my diary and read it,” she related. “Now 
Mom knows all this personal stuff about me. She said she 
read my diary because she was concerned about me. I’ve 
been really quiet lately, and she wanted to know what was 
going on in my life. But I think what she did was a horrible 
 invasion of my privacy. I’ll never forgive her for doing that!” 

Complaints like these are all too common among teens. 
One or both of your parents may have done something 
that upset you, and you’re having a hard time forgiving 
them for what they did. It could be due to any number of 
offenses—perceived or real. Your parents may seem over-
protective or too strict, or perhaps their punishments seem 
extreme. Or it could be you’ve seen some very real short-
comings in your parents. Maybe your mom and dad do not 
follow through on their promises, lose their temper a lot or 
play favorites among you and your siblings.

(We’re not dealing here with cases of actual abuse or 
abandonment. If that’s happening, we encourage readers 
to seek competent counsel.)

The old adage, “Forgive and forget,” may have popped 
into your head. It’d be great if you could do that—to let go 
of your anger, stop dwelling on what happened and move 
on. But forgiving is often easier said than done. Why is 
it so hard to do? “Being angry with someone is empow-
ering. It makes us feel in control when someone has 
hurt us,” replies Peter Kanaris, Ph.D. He is a clinical psy-
chologist based in Long Island, New York, specializing in 
 adolescent issues.

Still, forgiving is something you must do. Matthew 6:15 
says, “If you do not forgive others, then your Father will 
not forgive your transgressions” (New American Standard 
Bible throughout). Forgiveness is something we must be 
willing to bestow on everybody we feel has wronged us if 
we are to have God’s forgiveness ourselves. 

When it comes to your parents, however, forgiving has 
special importance. Forgiving them is part of honoring 

and respecting them—something the Fifth Commandment 
instructs us to do (Exodus 20:12). If you truly hold your 
parents in high regard as you should, you will be willing to 
let go of anger and hurt when they disappoint you or make 
mistakes. 

Furthermore, you need to reconcile with your parents and 
make peace so that you can live in harmony again. This 
may not be the easiest thing to do, but it can be done. 
Here are some suggestions for helping you forgive:

Understand what is causing you pain
When we are upset, sometimes emotions can get the best 
of us and take on a life all their own. In other words, if you 
get miffed about something your parents did and you hold 
onto those negative emotions for very long, they can start 
to “brew” in your mind. Before long, you feel much more 
agitated than warranted. Carefully examine your emotions 
to see if this is the case with you.

It may help you to write down exactly what’s bothering 
you. What sequence of events led up to the conflict? How 
did you react? How did your parents respond? Do you 
feel worse now than when the offense first happened? 
Understanding what led up to you feeling offended will 
help you see whether you’ve “made a mountain out of a 
molehill” and should just forget about what happened, 
or whether there are specific issues you need to address 
with your parents.

Acknowledge your part in the problem
You’ll be much more willing to forgive your parents for mis-
takes they make with you if you admit your shortcomings 
too. Connor—one of the teens mentioned earlier—did that 

and it really helped him patch 
things up with his father. 

“After Dad grounded me, I was 
really upset with him. But then I 
started thinking about my part in 
the fight,” he admits. “Dad was 

just trying to be helpful, but I was determined to show him 
that he didn’t know as much about math as I did. I started 
arguing with him and let things get ugly. I should have just 
kept my mouth shut and reminded myself that Dad was 
giving up watching his favorite TV shows that night to try to 
help me out.” 

Remember that while your parents may indeed have flaws, 
you are not a flawless son or daughter, either.

Try to see things from  
your parents’ perspective 
You may not understand or even like all the decisions your 
parents make concerning you, but it’s important that you 
at least try to see things from their point of view. 

“That’s hard to do,” states Christine Nicholson, Ph.D., a 
clinical psychologist in Sequim, Washington, specializing 
in teen and parent relationships. “You may not completely 
understand their decisions until you’re an adult someday 
and have kids of your own. In the meantime, you need to 
give your parents room to be right. They’ve lived longer 
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          Forgiving your parents is part of  
honoring and respecting them—something the     
    Fifth Commandment instructs us to do



“Impossible!” you say?  
                Even though it’s often hard to do,  
              it can be done, and it’s well worth the effort. 
                                                                     Here’s how.

b y  B e c k y  S w e a t
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than you, and can’t help but have certain insights that you 
don’t have.” 

When parents say “No” to things like clothing choices, 
entertainment options, parties and dating, often they see 
potential dangers and negative consequences that teens 
don’t readily see. Because you’re not yet an adult, it’s their 
responsibility to make a lot of these types of decisions for 
you. They want to keep you safe and raise you so that you 
will grow up to be a responsible, well-grounded individual. 
For parents, that is more important than your being cool or 
fitting in with the popular crowd at school. 

“Your parents are doing the best they can,” Dr. Nicholson 
adds. “Even if they might be a little overprotective or strict 
now and then, they really are trying to do what’s best for 
you.” It’s much harder to stay mad at your mom and dad if 
you remember that.

Recognize who is 
being hurt by your 
choice not to forgive 
If you refuse to forgive your par-
ents, you not only hurt them, 
you also hurt yourself. “Refus-
ing to forgive others makes 
your own life miserable,” says 
Brett Laursen, Ph.D., professor 
of psychology at Florida Atlan-
tic University. “You lose a great 
deal of mental and physical 
energy each day just holding 
on to that anger—energy that 
could be used to do something 
constructive.” 

Chronic unwillingness to forgive is stressful, and is associ-
ated with anxiety-related disorders like heart disease and 
high blood pressure. Not only that, but, Dr. Laursen says, 
“staying mad and holding grudges can turn you into a very 
negative, angry person—someone others do not want to 
be around.” 

Everything just mentioned holds true for unforgiving atti-
tudes in general. However, when you hold grudges against 
your parents, there are additional consequences. Spe-
cifically, Dr. Kanaris observes, “Communication starts to 
break down between you and your parents, a rift starts to 
develop, and that can grow bigger and bigger until you are 
totally alienated.” 

If that happens, you probably won’t receive as much guid-
ance, support and encouragement from Mom and Dad as 
you did in the past. That’s not their doing though. “You’ve 
basically shut your parents out, and you will suffer for it,” 
Dr. Kanaris says. 

One way to prevent this from happening is to remember 
your parents’ good qualities and all that they do for you, 
rather than dwell on their faults. You’ll be less likely to do 
something to jeopardize the relationship you have with your 
parents if you keep in mind how much you need them.

Talk things out
Once you’ve thought through what happened and you 
know what mistakes you made and how tough life would 
be if you didn’t make up with your parents, you need to 
have a chat with them. 

But don’t just blurt out something the minute your par-
ents walk in the door in the evening or when they’re busy 
doing something else. This is something you want to plan 
in advance. Ask your parents if they could set aside some 

time to talk when you can have 
their undivided attention. Figure 
out what you want to say ahead 
of time. You want your parents to 
know that you’ve really thought 
about the issue being discussed, 
so choose your words carefully.

Your words should be respect-
ful and not offensive. Proverbs 
15:1 tells us, “A gentle answer 
turns away wrath, but a harsh 
word stirs up anger.” Keep a 
calm tone of voice, and do not 
use sarcasm, yell, accuse, insult 
your parents or put them down 
in any way.

Use “I” statements to commu-
nicate how you feel, rather than 
“you” statements, which can 
sound argumentative and accu-
satory. For example, telling your 
mom, “You always embarrass 
me when my friends come over” 
can have a different tone from “I 
really feel embarrassed when you 

make jokes about me in front of my friends.” 

Try to understand your parents’ perspective on the situ-
ation too. If your parents start telling you their side of the 
story, listen carefully. You may learn some facts during your 
talk that shed new light on the situation—and make your 
parents’ actions seem less horrible. 

Sure, it all sounds like a tall order. Examining your own 
actions, trying to put yourself in your parents’ shoes, 
opening up a dialogue with them, patching up the relation-
ship and reconciling—that’s asking a lot! But keep in mind, 
forgiving your parents is not something that’s optional. 
You need to have a good relationship with your mom and 
dad, and they need to know you honor and respect them. 
 Taking the steps that lead to forgiveness will help you do 
just that! 

Becky Sweat is a freelance writer specializing in health and family 
topics. She lives in the Dallas, Texas, area with her husband and 
two sons.

         Your parents really are trying to do what’s 
best for you. It’s much harder to stay mad at 
           them if you remember that.
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M
y whole camp dorm 
was shouting words of 
encouragement to one 
member (let’s call her 
“Meg”) as she slowly 

made her way to the top of the zip line. 
I’m sure the cries of encouragement 
could be heard from quite a distance 
as they were rather exuberant! 

Anyway, Meg made it to the top—no 
small feat for her, as she was scared of 
heights—but now she had to turn around 
on the tiny little platform … and jump off! 
She “knew” that the equipment would 
hold her and that she was completely 
safe, yet her senses were telling her 
something entirely different! Her heart 
was pounding as she stood there, hesi-
tant to jump.

If you’re unfamiliar with the zip line, take 
a look at the accompanying pictures to 
get a better idea, because we can learn 
many lessons from the zip line! I’ll get 
back to what happened with Meg in a 
little bit. In the meantime let’s check out 
the spiritual parallels. 

Just as Meg “knew” she was perfectly 
safe, do we “know” that God will take 
care of us, and yet hesitate to take Him 
up on His promise? Do we stand in fear, 
waiting around because we’re too afraid 
to act? 

Faith is an essential ingredient in a Chris-
tian’s life. The book of Hebrews says that 
“without faith it is impossible to please 
Him” (11:6). It doesn’t just say that it’s 
“hard” to please God. It says it’s “impos-
sible”! So faith is definitely a big deal! 

It seems like strange  
advice, but come along  
and you’ll see what I mean.

b y  R a c h e l  L u e c k e

Let’s look at an example in Joshua 3:13: “And it shall come to pass, as soon 
as the soles of the feet of the priests who bear the ark of the Lord, the Lord of 
all the earth, shall rest in the waters of the Jordan, that the waters of the Jor-
dan shall be cut off, the waters that come down from upstream, and they shall 
stand as a heap.” 

Israel was about to cross over the Jordan River to enter the Promised Land, but 
notice what had to happen before the waters would part—the priests had to 
step into the water. They had to get their feet wet. They had to step in and trust 
that God was going to do as He said. God could have very easily cut off the 
waters as soon as the priests reached the edge of the Jordan, but He required 
them to take that first step into the water in faith. 

Just as the zip line will hold us up, God will also hold us. But we must first sur-
render all of our weight—our whole being—and then trust Him. The zip line 
can’t hold us up until we let go and put our weight on it. God can’t carry us 
through until we let go and put our faith completely in Him. We must jump off 
the platform in faith.

Let’s look at another example, this time in Numbers 13 and 14, which I’ll sum-
marize. This describes the occasion of the 12 spies being sent into Canaan to 
check out the land God had promised to Israel. Ten of the spies came back and 
reported that, yes, the land “truly flows with milk and honey” (13:27) but that it 
“is a land that devours its inhabitants, and all the people whom we saw in it are 
men of great stature … we were like grasshoppers in our own sight” (13:32-33).P
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God doesn’t carry us through until we let 

go and put our faith completely in Him. 

We must jump off the platform in faith.



14     Vertical Thought  A p r i l – J u n e  2 0 0 8  w w w .V e r t i c a l T h o u g h t . o r g

They saw the amazing land God was offering them, but 
they were shaking in their sandals because of the people 
who lived in the land. They were scared of the enemies and 
said, “No way!”

Who or what are our enemies? Are we afraid of anyone? 
Scared to try something new, step outside our comfort zone 
or make a change? Do we look at the promises God holds 
out to us and see only the enemies standing in our way? 

Another report
The two other spies brought back a different report. Caleb 
said, “Let us go up at once and take possession, for we are 
well able to overcome it” (13:30). Joshua said, “If the Lord 
delights in us, then He will bring us into this land and give 
it to us … Do not … fear the people of the land” (14:8-9). So 
these two essentially said, “Yes, the enemy is big and scary, 
but we have God on our side! Let’s go!” 

What do we say when God tells us to step out in faith to 
receive His blessings? Do we say to Him, “No way!” or do 
we say, “Let’s go!”? 

The story continues as the 10 spies stir up all of Israel to the 
point that everyone wants to go back to Egypt! They said, 
“Let us select a leader and return to Egypt” (14:4). Do you 
remember the story of the Israelites in Egypt? They didn’t 
have an easy life there. They were beaten and misused and 
in slavery! And yet the Israelites longed to go back because 
that seemed easier than facing their enemy. 

In Luke 14:25-33 God tells us not to look back. He tells us 
to count the cost and then move forward without glancing 
back over our shoulder at what we’ve left behind. Israel 
looked back. 

The 10 
spies who doubted looked back. The result for 

the 10 spies was death by a plague. They never saw the 
Promised Land. The result for Israel was 40 years of wan-
dering in the wilderness. They could’ve taken possession of 
Canaan starting right then, but they hesitated and let fear 
hinder them. Do we let fear hinder us?

The Israelites regretted their decision, and the next morn-
ing a number of them decided to go up and take the land. 
Except now God wasn’t with them (He even told them not 
to go), and they failed miserably. 

What’s the lesson for us? We must proceed on God’s time-
table, not our own. If we wait to act, we may lose our win-
dow of opportunity. God may give us another chance to 
act, but it may be a long time in the future. The Israelites 
had to wait 40 years! When God says, “Go,” we had better 
be ready to jump! 

The window of opportunity is small, and the time to act is 
now! God is offering us an incredible gift—a mind-boggling 
future—but He won’t make us accept His gift. In 1 Thessa-
lonians 5:21 we are told to “test all things; hold fast what is 
good.” Have you proven to yourself that God exists? That 

the Bible is His Word? Do you believe Him? Do you believe 
His promises to you? The time to prove these things is now! 
Now is the time to act!

Timing can be everything
When you get into a sticky situation or have to make a dif-
ficult decision, these are not the best times to decide what 
you believe. When a cute guy or girl wants you to do some-
thing against God’s law, that is not the time to try to figure 
out what to do. When you receive a tempting invitation to do 
something on the Sabbath that would break it, that isn’t the 
time to decide how important keeping the Sabbath is to you. 

Why is it not the best time? Because then your emotions 
are involved, and Jeremiah 17:9 says, “The heart is deceitful 
above all things and desperately wicked; who can know it?” 
(emphasis added). 

Our heart tells us one thing, and God tells us another. 
Which one will we listen to? Our emotions are extremely 
powerful, but they are not reliable standards on which to 
base important decisions. Like the Israelites, it’s easy to get 
caught up in the moment and think of consequences for 
not boldly following God only when it’s too late. They were 
caught up in fear. The next day they regretted it and were 
ready to act, but their opportunity had passed. 

We must prove what we believe now so that when it’s time 
to make a decision and act, the decision is already made. 
When an invitation comes to do something on the Sabbath 
that would violate it, you don’t have to think about it. You’ve 
already thought it through, proved what you believe and can 
simply act. We cannot always rely on our senses and emo-
tions! God tells us that the just live by faith. We are to live by 
faith, not by fear. 

Meanwhile, back to the zip line …
Meg was hesitating at the top of the platform, so the rest of 
us decided to help her out and keep her from thinking fear-
ful thoughts. We told her we’d count her off and then she’d 
jump. So we all yelled, “1, 2, 3 … GO!” Meg closed her eyes 
and jumped off the platform! Success! Meg overcame her 
fear that day, and you, too, can succeed and overcome the 
obstacles in your way if you will choose to totally depend on 
God and take a leap of faith! 

God says we are to be faithful in that which is least. By 
doing so we will build the character to be “faithful also in 
much.” If we begin building the habit of actively trusting and 
obeying God now (with daily prayer and Bible study), we will 
be able to stand in the future when tough times come!

If you haven’t had the opportunity to hear the sermon on 
the United Church of God Web site titled “The Future Is 
Now,” by Jim Franks, then I would really encourage you to 
listen to it online (www.ucg.org/sermons/index2006.htm, 
scroll down to Aug. 12). It speaks directly to the concept of 
acting and living now.

Don’t wait. Don’t hesitate. Obey today! Think first, but then 
act without thinking. 

Rachel Luecke is a member of the Bethlehem, Pennsylvania, 
congregation, has served as a United Youth Camp counselor and 
teaches music.

We must prove what we believe 

now so that when it’s time to act, 

the decision is already made.
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Matthew and Mary Ann Bates recently took 
on the responsibility of working in Amman, Jordan, on the 
longest United Youth Corps project that the United Church 
of God currently conducts. They arrived in Jordan in the 
summer of 2007 and will be staying for one year.

Mary Ann grew up in New Jersey, Texas, Germany and 
Ohio, finishing her degree at Denison University in Gran-
ville, Ohio, and embarking after graduation on a Fulbright 
 Program in Switzerland. 

Matthew grew up in California, where his family still lives, 
and attended California State University at Long Beach as 
well as Ambassador Bible Center (ABC) in Milford, Ohio, in 
2005. Mary Ann also attended ABC, but a year earlier, in 
2004. They met at the Challenger II rock climbing camp in 
the mountains of Arizona, and in August 2007 they were 
married in Ohio.

Shortly after their wedding they began their journey to 
 Jordan to gain a new understanding of the Middle East, its 
people, religions and the complexity of the current political 
situations.

Vertical Thought (VT): Leaving so soon after your wedding 
for Jordan, how have you adjusted to married life in a new 
culture?

Matthew: It hasn’t been a problem. I think that it has been 
much easier being here with my wife than it would have 
been even if I were here with a close friend. We have a sup-
port structure, and we know we can rely on each other. We 

What would it be like to get married in 
the American Midwest, then move half-
way around the world to spend a year 
working in the Muslim Middle East? 
We asked Matthew and Mary Ann 
Bates, who did just that!

b y  A m a n d a  S t i v e r
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Mary Ann & Matthew having tea 
with a Bedouin woman in Petra.

Matthew & Mary Ann exploring the 

King Abdullah Mosque in Amman.

Mary Ann & Matthew in front of 

the School where they teach.

Mary Ann & Matthew hiking through 

Wadi Hasa, near the dead sea.
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are also both adventurous and flexible people, 
which helps a lot.

Mary Ann: We are together most of the time; we 
work on the same projects together, and we’re 
able to spend our first year of marriage discovering 

a new part of the world together.

VT: What were your first impressions of Jordanian 
culture?

Mary Ann: From the time we walked out of the air-
port, we were amazed at how often we heard, “Wel-

come to Jordan!” This must be the first bit of English 
the people here learn, and we have continued to hear 

it in taxis, at falafel stands and shouted from children. 
[Falafel is a Middle Eastern food made from chickpeas.] 
The people of Jordan are very eager to make visitors feel 

welcome and appreciated, a lovely aspect of their culture.

VT: What are your jobs on a daily basis?

Matthew: We work at the Amman Baccalaureate School 
on a full-time basis. I co-teach ninth and tenth grade math-
ematics with several Jordanian teachers. I also coach a Lego 
Robotics team that recently competed at a tournament near 
the Dead Sea. In addition to our official duties, Mary Ann 

and I have started teaching weekly English classes 
for Jordanians and Iraqi refugees in one of the less 
affluent parts of Amman.

Mary Ann: I work in the junior (elementary) school. 
I teach literacy, art and science in English for sec-
ond grade. I also do a gardening club for the fourth 
and fifth graders. Right now we are helping to coor-
dinate the details for this summer’s (2008) Youth 
Corps project. If all goes well, we will be providing 
volunteers for two summer camps here in Jordan.

VT: Since you have no local congregation to 
attend, what do you do for services on the 
 Sabbath and Holy Days?

Mary Ann: We listen to sermons and services 
posted on the Web by various United Church of 
God congregations. We try to be as involved as 
possible, playing hymns on a guitar.

Matthew: Sometimes we put a sermon on our 
iPod and head out into the countryside for ser-
vices or take the computer up to the roof to 
enjoy the fresh air.

VT: Jordan is a mostly Islamic country. How do 
those around you view your religious beliefs and 
practices, and how do you, in turn, deal with 
their views?

Matthew: Jordan, by population, is about 
95 percent Muslim. That said, the Christian minority here 
is tolerated and allowed to express themselves freely. One 

trait that I appreciate about the culture here is how socially 
acceptable prayer is. It is not uncommon to find people roll-
ing out their prayer rugs behind their desks or even beside 
the road, in plain view. Prayer, as we have observed it here, 
is indeed a personal thing yet lacks the social awkward-
ness that I feel sometimes accompanies prayer in public 
 throughout the Western world.

VT: Have you enjoyed sampling the local cuisine?

Mary Ann: Middle Eastern food is amazing! The dishes are 
very flavorful, and it’s easy to find things you like to eat. Many 
dishes have lamb and goat’s meat, or chickpeas (hummus, 
falafel). When you visit people, a meal might have four dif-
ferent meats, three salads, a bunch of side dishes and three 
kinds of dessert.

VT: Why is it important to have projects like the one in which 
you are currently participating? How does it help young 
 people grow?

Mary Ann: Projects like these are essential in two ways. 
First, having ambassadors of God’s way of life interacting 
with others on a personal level builds mutual understanding 
in a way that news coverage and TV never could. Secondly, 
the young people on projects like this bring back to their own 

countries a new, essential perspective of the world that can 
only be gained via extended time living abroad.

VT: What advice would you give young people who might 
want to consider working on a similar project?

Matthew: Be flexible, and remember that you are there 
to serve. It’s not about you. People of character will thrive 
because they are people of character; build this first.

Mary Ann: Having a high tolerance for change, delays and 
disorganization helps too. If the thought of riding in a car 
without seat belts or using squat-style toilets alarms you, you 
may want to stay home.

VT: What custom of the region will come to mind when you 
have returned home from Jordan?

Matthew: Hospitality. Among a people descended from the 
nomadic Bedouin, taking care of one’s guests is still of para-
mount importance. I cannot even count the number of times 
that we, as perfect strangers, have been welcomed into 
someone’s house for coffee or tea. It is easier to imagine the 
biblical scene of angels approaching Abraham’s  tents and 
his asking them to come in for a morsel of bread, as he slips 
out back to slaughter an animal and prepare a feast, when 
we ourselves have experienced the modern-day version of 
this desert hospitality time and time again.

For more information about Matthew and Mary Ann Bates’ 
experience in Jordan, you can find them mentioned in the 
Youth Corps blog at www.ucgyouthcorps.org.

Amanda Stiver lives near Columbus, Ohio, where, in addition to her 
Vertical Thought duties, she works as a freelance writer.

Matthew & Mary Ann exploring the 

King Abdullah Mosque in Amman.

If the thought of riding in a car without seat belts or using 
squat-style toilets alarms you, you may want to stay home.
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D
oes God care whom you call your 
friends? Does He care how you 
dress, how you cut and dye your 
hair, if you paint your face white 

with black rings around your eyes, if you 
get yourself tattooed and pierced all over 
or if you cut your body?

Is God concerned if you feel like you 
don’t fit in or if you experience the emo-
tional pain of abuse from the immature 
craziness of a dysfunctional family?

Do you think that God cares one way or 
the other if you feed your mind with songs 
of death, depression and suicide or with 
horror films and Internet games glorifying 
evil? Does God care if you immerse your-
self in the countercultures of darkness?

The question is: Does God care about 
you at all?

The answer is: Yes, He does care on all 
counts—and cares more than you can 
fully know!

The fact is: God is about life and light—
not death and darkness.

The fact is: God has a culture, a place 
where you can fit in, a place of physical 
and emotional safety among true friends 
of high character and good cheer. You 
don’t need a dark counterculture to find 
acceptance and identity.

Defying definition
We don’t have to tell you about those 
involved in gothic or emo music, dress or 
lifestyle. You probably know some, and 
besides, in “the ever-mutating virus we 
know as American pop culture,” goth and 
emo mean different things to different 
people (Helen A.S. Popkin, “What Exactly 
Is ‘Emo,’ Anyway?” www.msnbc.msn.
com/id/11720603).

But almost everyone would agree that 
real goths and emos are disaffected with 
today’s culture.

Finding emo
In an article titled “Finding Emo,” Lauren 
Sloat, contributing writer to Berkeley’s 
The Daily Californian, describes “an aim-
less generation of people searching for 
meaning and definition” and asks, “What 
is so fundamentally absent from our cul-
ture that could make premeditations on 
pain and alienation so … attractive?”

Ms. Sloat hit the nail on the head with 

When the culture is so clueless and 
 corrupt, the call of countercultures is 
great. But there’s a counterculture 

nearly everyone has overlooked.

b y  R a n d y  S t i v e r
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that question. The answer, of course, 
is just about everything. Our West-
ern, postmodern, materialistic, value-
less society is lacking any semblance 
of giving real meaning to our lives. 

“Perhaps it is the impersonalization 
of a culture defined by technology 
that threatens obscurity,” Ms. Sloat 
suggests. But it is much more than 
that. The shallowness, unfairness and 
downright cruelty of society drive 
people away. Dysfunctional families, 
meaningless school and work, and 
mind-numbing entertainment doom 
our modern culture.

So subcultures like goth and emo 

arise and offer alternatives to the 
hated and hateful pop culture. 
 Sometimes they offer acceptance 
and tolerance. Sometimes they offer 
freedom and creative expression. 
Sometimes they offer nothing but 
anger, anxiety and being tired of or 
bored with life.

There’s no point in making general-
izations, except this one: Like every 
other culture and counterculture in 
human history, people cannot find 
what they seek in goth or emo sub-
cultures either. But there is a revolu-
tionary and rarely practiced culture 
that achieves what no other can.

A great light
When Jesus Christ came to a cor-
rupt world, He fulfilled a prophecy 
recorded by Isaiah more than 700 
years before: “The people who sat in 
darkness have seen a great light, and 
upon those who sat in the region and 
shadow of death light has dawned” 
(Matthew 4:16; Isaiah 9:1-2).

Into a hopeless and meaningless 

world, Jesus Christ brought real hope 
and meaning. Though His name is 
well known even today, His way of life 
has rarely been understood or tried. 
The culture He represents runs coun-
ter to all the cultures in society. It’s 
truly revolutionary.

Notice how different His culture is: 
“In Him was life, and the life was the 
light of men. And the light shines in 
the darkness, and the darkness did 
not comprehend it” (John 1:4-5).

The cultures and countercultures of 
today don’t understand God’s way 
of life. But they will in the near future. 
Christ will soon return to earth to 

establish His King-
dom and government 
over all nations. Then 
the divine culture will 
 positively dominate.

A few decades after 
Jesus’ life on earth, 
His true followers 
were viewed as those 
who “turned the world 
upside down” (Acts 
17:6). The fact is, the 
world was already 

upside down since the sin of Adam 
and Eve. God’s culture turns it right 
side up. Thus it is revolutionary—the 
one true counterculture of light.

Join the real  
counterculture
So what can you do?

• First, don’t be drawn in by today’s 
cultures or countercultures. 

• Second, seek God and His way of 
life. Pray daily and read the Bible to 
discover the meaning of your life—
a meaning and purpose you can 
 passionately and positively pursue.

God deeply cares for you. He wants 
you to be part of His true culture, to 
find out who you are as one of His 
children. He wants you to feel healthy 
acceptance and safety from His peo-
ple. Accepting God’s culture may 
involve making some changes to your 
style of dress, conduct and music 
to fit His high standards of modesty, 
morality and inspiration.

God wants you to be part of His 
group of like-minded, faithful friends 
who love and respect each other, 
who seek to serve others and who 
love Him above all. Can God count 
on you to be an active part of His 
 ultimate counterculture of light?

Randy Stiver is the pastor of United 
Church of God congregations in 
Columbus and Cambridge, Ohio, and 
is a regular guest on the Beyond Today 
 television program.

The Rise of the Goths and the Emos
There have always been subcultures running counter to whatever 
was the dominant culture. The late 1970s saw the eruption of the 
virulently angry punk rock scene, with spiked hair and screeching 
vocals.

In 1979 the punk band Bauhaus recorded “Bela Lugosi’s Dead”—
a song about the demise of a famous horror-film actor. “Many 
young fans latched onto this mysterious, eerie sound as inspira-
tion for the budding gothic subculture” (Alicia Porter Smith, “His-
tory of the Gothic Subculture,” gothicsubculture.com).

To counter the increasing violence of punk rock, a few bands in 
the late 1980s began to do more dramatic musical performances 
that became known as emotive hardcore. Fans of this variation 
were labeled “emo.” The term and style died out until the turn of 
the 21st century. Emo became one of the first cultural movements 
born (or reborn) on the Internet through social networking sites.
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N
ews comes in many forms these days. With 
the Internet more than two decades old and 
accessible around the planet, relying on a 
single television station, newspaper or a few 
newsmagazines is no longer the norm. Becom-
ing your own “investigative reporter” is as close 

as the nearest computer.

Regardless of where we get our news, determining the truth 
of the information requires discerning analysis. Unquestion-
ingly believing whatever news is presented by various media 
sources is no longer viable. Common sense demands a 
more perceptive appraisal of how human nature works.

News and noise
Important questions arise: What is news and what is just 
noise? News, in general, is the word we use to refer to the 
reports of events that have occurred in the recent past. Cur-

rent events is another phrase that carries basically the same 
meaning, and we usually assume that most current events 
will be reported in a factual manner.

Noise is unimportant news (like celebrity gossip) or news 
that isn’t presented in a completely truthful way. There is a 
lot of noise in this world, and people have a variety of rea-
sons for shading the truth. Noise is also the endless array of 
advertisements and infomercials used to get people to think 
a certain way or buy a certain product. Outright lies also 
come under the umbrella of noise. 

How can we identify the difference between useful news 
and useless noise?

Bias affects the news
Bias is the inclination to a certain philosophy or line of rea-
soning as one presents the facts of a situation. Bias is 
evident when certain facts are reported while others are 

One source reports the news one way. Another 
presents a very different picture. How do we 

make sense of these confusing discrepancies?

b y  A m a n d a  S t i v e r

WHAT TO  LOOK FOR
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 omitted. And bias is certainly present when a reporter gives 
his or her interpretation of the facts. 

Most news has some bias since those reporting it do so 
from a particular perspective. Even the Bible has a bias, 
being written from God’s point of view. The challenge is to 
find news sources that share a bias as close to the biblical 
one as possible. 

This takes a bit of detective work. Most news agencies have 
an Internet presence, and we can often learn much from 
their Web sites. Click the link named “about,” “history” or 
“philosophy” and read the background of the founders or 
the current philosophy of the organization. 

Reading between the lines will usually tell us the bias. If that 
news source’s point of view is contrary to that of the Bible in 
major respects, we will know to be wary of its reporting and 
conclusions.

The importance of multiple sources 
“In the multitude of counselors there is safety,” concludes 
Proverbs 11:14, and this is also an important tool for sifting 
the news. Just as getting counsel about a major decision 
in life from more than one person allows us to determine 
whether each piece of advice is worth considering, check-
ing multiple sources of news allows us a better chance of 
getting at the truth of a matter. 

Collecting news from various sources provides a summary 
of the ideological spectrum in any given location. Nations 
provide news in different ways. Some nations have gov-
ernment-controlled television or radio stations, and their 

 reporting will have a very specific slant. Sources not con-
trolled by the government will provide a different view.

We have to keep in mind that there are people in this world 
who are not above reporting outright lies and proclaim-
ing them as truth. Some do it accidentally and others on 
purpose, resulting in noise instead of news. That’s human 
nature, and that’s why we need discernment.

Likewise, some Internet sources or e-mails that circulate 
amount to nothing more than international gossip and are 
similarly unreliable. To get a better understanding of what is 
really going on, we should check our sources carefully and 
gather a variety of reports on the same story or issue.

Guidance from good sources
Above all, we need to ask God for discernment, wisdom 
and access to truthful sources. The Bible is the guide by 
which we determine values. News sources that respect 
godly values are more likely to present truthful informa-
tion, but we still have to be aware of human nature. Greed, 
fear and anger are often used to distort information and 
 manipulate viewers or readers.

Finally, we can ask for advice from individuals who show 
significant wisdom and good character—often our own fam-
ily members or respected friends or elders. Their insights 
can help us understand what is really happening. If we 
apply these principles, we’ll be able to wisely sift the news.

Amanda Stiver lives near Columbus, Ohio, where, in addition to her 
Vertical Thought duties, she works as a freelance writer.

Question: What difference does it 
make whether you observe the Days 
of Unleavened Bread or Easter? 
Don’t both honor Christ?

Answer: The simple answer is that 
there is a huge difference between 
these two observances. One is a bib-
lically sanctioned festival of God; the 
other is a man-made festival without 
biblical authorization. One teaches 
us how to live godly lives; the other 
masks this important truth. 

The Days of Unleavened Bread, 
 commanded by God (Leviticus 23:6-8) 
and observed by the early Christians  
(1 Corinthians 5:6-8), teach us to put 
sin (represented by leavened items 

such as bread and cake) out of our 
lives. This festival teaches us that we 
must overcome sin with the help of 
God’s Spirit and live righteously. 

Easter, in contrast to the Days of 
Unleavened Bread, not only lacks 
 biblical authorization but was insti-
tuted by men who deliberately 
replaced God’s commanded festival 
with one derived from paganism to 
make  Christianity more accommodat-
ing to converts who wanted to hold 
on to pagan traditions. In doing so, 
they imposed on this festival a “Chris-
tian” meaning—to celebrate Christ’s 
 resurrection. 

As wonderful as Christ’s resurrec-
tion is, the Bible specifically tells us 
to annually commemorate His death, 
which we do in the annual Passover 
observance (Luke 22:19; 1 Corinthians 
11:24-25), but it does not give the same 
 instruction about His  resurrection. 

We do essentially commemorate 

Jesus’ resurrection, though, in the 
commanded festival of God dur-
ing which it happened—the Days of 
Unleavened Bread. His resurrection is 
crucial to the plan of God and the pro-
cess of leading us out of sin. Indeed, 
we must progress beyond the fact that 
Jesus was raised to following our  living 
Lord in the way we live our lives.

By the way, where do you read about 
using rabbits and Easter eggs to 
remember Christ’s resurrection in the 
Bible? Answer: Nowhere. 

Given the history of Easter, it is quite 
understandable why so many people 
today think of Christianity as only a 
celebration of what Christ has done 
for us instead of the honorable quest 
to live godly lives. If you want all the 
facts, request our free booklet Holi-
days or Holy Days: Does It Matter 
Which Days We Keep? 

(From Q and A topics on our Web site: 
www.verticalthought.org/qa/) 



22   Ver t ical  Thought  A p r i l – J u n e  2 0 0 8  w w w .V e r t i c a l T h o u g h t . o r g

>In the News<
Libraries in Use
According to a recent survey by the Pew Internet and American Life Project, 53 
percent of U.S. adults said they visited a library in 2007, and the biggest user 
group was Generation Y, ages 18 to 30. The study found that those who use the 
Internet were more than twice as likely to frequent libraries as those who did not. 
As a result, public libraries have increased their online resources and software to 
appeal to this new demographic.

Interestingly, a 1996 survey of young adults found that most saw libraries becom-
ing less important in the future. “Scroll forward 10 years and their younger broth-
ers and sisters are now the most avid library users,” said Lee Rainie, coauthor of 
the new survey (Julie Vorman, “Generation Y Biggest User of Libraries Survey,” 
Reuters, Dec. 30, 2007).

Parents, Kids and 
the Internet
The Pew Internet and American Life 
Project found that 59 percent of Ameri-
cans with children ages 12 to 17 think 
the Internet has a positive effect on their 
lives, a drop from 67 percent in a similar 
survey in 2006. 

Amanda Lenhart, a senior research spe-
cialist, said of parents: “They are realiz-
ing the Internet is something with good 
and bad things … Time use is seen as 
problematic for reasons related to obe-
sity, but parents are more concerned 
about keeping their children sheltered 
and safe from a lot of the images and 
things that come through the content on 
the Internet.”

The survey also found that children saw 
computers and gadgets as more helpful 
to their lives than parents did. Among 
parents, mothers were more likely to 
praise technology (Anick Jesdanun 
“Study: Parents More Ambivalent About 
Net,” Associated Press, Oct. 24, 2007).

High Caffeine—
Dangerous  
Consequences
Many high-caffeine “energy” drinks 
containing double or triple the amount 
of caffeine found in traditional soda 
are causing near heart attack condi-
tions in some young people. 

Doctors are finding more and more 
young patients who need to be treated 
after drinking too many “energy” drinks 
on dares, to stay awake to study or to 
stay up and play video games. Symp-
toms like dizziness, fainting, dehydra-
tion, heart palpitations, seizures and 
excessive heart rate are resulting in 
emergency room visits and  sometimes 
death. 

MySpace and YouTube users who fea-
ture videos about the drinks and their 
excessive consumption on their pages 
have served to augment the trend 
(Katharine Mieszkowski, “Spiked!” 
Reader’s Digest, July 2007).

The biblical principle of moderation in 
all things (Philippians 4:5, King James 
Version) should especially include 
substances such as caffeine that 
can dramatically affect one’s state of 
mind. Relying on caffeine drinks for 
energy instead of adequate sleep and 
a balanced diet can lead to serious 
 consequences.

Tech Manners Matter
In the invariably invasive era of cell 
phones and other digital paraphernalia, 
how does one master good manners?

Marian McEvoy, hostess and etiquette 
writer, suggests a few guidelines for 
keeping the peace between cell phones 
and friends (“Tech Etiquette,” Domino, 
November 2007):

• When visiting friends, don’t greet your 
host while on the phone, never answer a 
call at the dining table and leave your cell 
phone in another room during the meal 
to avert the temptation to answer.

• Avoid chronic texting because the 
reason for accepting an invitation is to 
spend time with one’s friends—hard to 
do if host or guest is constantly tapping 
texts. McEvoy suggests asking texting 

guests to do 
their typing in 
another par t 
of the house 
since they are 
not inclined to 
mingle.

• Finally, in the 
case of thank-

you notes, love letters, apologies, invita-
tions, congratulations and condolences, 
opt for a written missive that includes a 
salutation and a signature. To those born 
before the digitized age, text messaging 
shorthand and emoticons are confusing. 
So make use of the beauty and delights 
of longhand language and practice your 
penmanship!

441/2
Number of hours, per week that 
American kids (8–18) spend in 
front of video screens. 
USA Weekend, Dec. 14-16, 2007
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Adequate Sleep May 
Reduce Childhood Obesity
Recent research analyzed by University of Michigan 
doctors finds that third graders who got adequate 
sleep at night, about 9 1/2, were less likely to be in the 
obese weight category by the time they were in the 
sixth grade. 

Lack of sleep in adults results in increased ghrelin, a 
hormone that stimulates appetite, and decreased leptin, 
the hormone that promotes fullness. The overall impact of 
this condition produces increased weight. Tiredness in kids 
also may lead to less exercise and more munching.

In the study, of the children who 
got 10 to 12 hours of sleep a night, 
about 12 percent were obese by 
sixth grade. Of those who got less 
than nine hours a night, 22 percent 
were obese in the sixth grade (Carla 
Johnson, “Lack of Sleep May Lead 
to Fatter Kids,” Associated Press, 
Nov. 5, 2007).

Digital Library Carves  
Out Shelf Space
An ambitious new project intends to produce the largest 
digital library ever attempted and in seven languages: Eng-
lish, French, Spanish, Chinese, Russian, Arabic and Por-
tuguese. The composite venture includes the participation 
of the U.S. Library of Congress, United Nations Educa-
tional, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), and 
six other libraries, including the national libraries of Egypt, 
Brazil and Russia.

The digital library Web site will provide searches by time, 
geographical location, topic and format, and the ability to 
narrow results by resources such as books, photographs, 
movies or recordings. The site will be ready for use by late 
2008 or early 2009 at www.worlddigitallibrary.org (John 
Ward Anderson, “Checking Out Tomorrow’s Library,” The 
Washington Post, Oct. 17, 2007).

Activity-Oriented 
Electronic Games
Electronic game makers are developing 
products that promote activity and physi-
cal action. The concept capitalizes on 
the popularity of the game Dance Dance 
Revolution, which requires participants to 
step on the panels of a platform accord-
ing to the direction of lighted arrows, 
creating dance steps. Some schools 

even use the game in physical education 
classes (Ann Pleshette Murphy, “Games to 
Keep the Kids Active,” USA Weekend, Dec. 
14-16, 2007).

It’s important to get exercise—and during 
the winter we are often confined mostly to 
indoor workouts. Yet as it gets warmer, get-
ting some fresh-air exercise and discover-
ing the better-than-virtual reality of the nat-
ural world can help promote good health 
as well as appreciation of God’s incredible 
creation. Even in the winter we can spend 
time outdoors when it’s not too cold.

“Two-thirds of library visitors in all 
age groups said they used com-
puters while at the library” (Pew 
Internet and American Life Project, 
Reuters, Dec. 30, 2007).

There’s Petroleum in That?
The rising price of gasoline is frequently in the news these 
days, but it’s easy to forget the other items made from petro-
leum. One expert suggested that 70 percent of products in a 
supermarket have some form of petroleum by-product in the 
item itself or in the packaging. 

For instance, petroleum can often be found in antiseptics, baby 
strollers, balloons, bandages, cameras, clothing, computers, 
dentures, deodorant, food preservatives, glue, ink, medical 

equipment, shampoo, tooth-
paste and vitamin  capsules, 
among other things. 

In fact, in the United States, 
from each 42-gallon barrel of 
oil 34 gallons go to fuels of 
various kinds, while the rest 
goes to produce ingredients 

for products like those in the above list (Paul Wilson, “Gusher 
of Goods Made With Crude,” The Columbus Dispatch, Jan. 
5, 2008).

The price of oil contributes to the cost of more things than just 
fuel—something to ponder the next time you pick up a tube 
of toothpaste!

Wait! There’s More …
If you would like more “In the 
News” articles, jump over to 
our Web site. Once there,  
you can also find timely 
commentary on current 
events that affect you!
VerticalThought.org

An original Dance Dance Revolution arcade 
machine.
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Want to order a free 
subscription to VT? 
The simplest way to order a subscription is to go to our 
home page (VerticalThought.org) and fill out the subscription 
form. If you don’t have access to the Web, send your name, 
address and birth date to: Vertical Thought, P.O. Box 
541027, Cincinnati, OH 45254-1027, U.S.A.

www.VerticalThought.org
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