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I have only tried surfing once in my life, and I wasn’t very good at it.  But when we go to Hawaii I do enjoy body surfing.  I love swimming out a bit into the waves, and then letting a wave carry me back into shore.  Years ago, when our kids were fairly young, I was trying to encourage them to give body surfing a try.  On one particular day the surf seemed to me to be just perfect.  I was having a great time out in the water, so I took my two older ones out in the water with me.  They didn’t seem to enjoy it quite as much as I did for some reason.  At first I thought they just weren’t getting into the flow of things, but then I caught a wave that nearly knocked the wind out of me and sent me crashing into the muddy ocean floor.  As I was shaking the cobwebs out of my head, my young daughter asked me a question.  She pointed to the shore and said, “Daddy, what do those red flags mean?”  I didn’t know what they meant; as best I recall I told her those flags were just there so you could see which way the wind was blowing.  For some reason I was also oblivious to the fact that we seemed to be the only ones out in the water.
The kids wisely went back onto the beach to sunbathe and collect seashells, while I continued to enjoy the surf.  But after another couple of waves came crashing down on me and left me spitting up salt water, I decided maybe I should take a break.  But, of course, I had to catch one last wave; it was just too much fun.  I swam out a bit, moved into the wave as it started to rise, and then went for a ride.  And once again, instead of a gentle ride to shore, this wave turned me upside down, filled my nose with salt water, and slammed me onto the ocean floor.
Back on shore, after I dried off and caught my breath, I asked my wife if she knew what the red flags meant.  She hadn’t noticed them either.  Shortly after that we packed up to head back to our hotel, and as we began to leave the beach we stopped by one of the red flags to see if there was any sort of explanation.  It turns out that there was.  A red flag, the sign said, meant that the surf was dangerous and that you should stay out of the water.  As best I recall the only thing I could think to say was, “Huh.  Who would have guessed that?”  

I thought back to that experience when I was watching the movie “Soul Surfer,” especially in those scenes where Bethany Hamilton gets caught in that part of the surf called “the impact zone.”  The impact zone is described as the place where the surfer receives the worst beating after wiping out or paddling out, the place where the waves break the most consistently and ferociously.  Technically it’s the place where the falling lip of each set wave meets the water.  And there’s another name surfers apparently use for the impact zone – the washing machine.  

And even if you’ve never been in the ocean in your life, you know first-hand about the impact zone.  You know what it’s like to have your life turned upside-down, to be hit with something so painful that you find yourself completely disoriented.  Even if you’ve never been on a surfboard, you know what it’s like to wipe out, to fail so miserably at something that you’re left gasping for air.
So how do we survive the impact zone?  How do we rise above the waves that threaten to take our feet out from under us and hammer us face first into the muddy ocean floor?  Let’s see if we can learn some of the lessons Bethany learned about navigating our way safely through the impact zone.

Try Trusting
There are three things I think we would be well to try when we’re in the impact zone.  First, try trusting.  One of the verses that Bethany relied on after the shark bit off her arm and sent her head first into the impact zone of life was Romans 8:28.  Most of you have probably heard this verse before; some of you, I know, have memorized this verse.  Here’s what it says: “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”  Notice what that verse does not say; it does not say that all things are good.  A shark attack is not a good thing.  Liver cancer is not a good thing.  A car accident is not a good thing.  Losing your job or losing your spouse are not good things.  Not every thing that happens to us in life is a good thing, and the Bible doesn’t tell us to pretend that everything is good.  
But here’s the promise – if you love God, if you are living in accordance with God’s purposes for your life, then God promises to work all things together for your good.  The Bible doesn’t promise that God will only bring good things into your life; it promises that God will use everything in your life – the good and the bad – and weave it all into something that is ultimately good.  And that’s where trust comes in.  When we’re upside down in the impact zone, we have to trust that God is good and powerful and loving and that he will somehow work all of life into something that is for our good.
Last summer our son Ryan went to New Jersey with Campus Crusade, where he and about 100 other college kids from around the country learned how to share their faith and how to study the Bible for themselves.  One of the friends Ryan made was a college student from Ohio named Jared.  In fact, Jared looks like he could be Ryan’s twin, which was part of the reason the two of them hit it off so well.  When they said their goodbyes last August to each other, they promised to stay in touch and to continue to pray for each other.  
Shortly after Jared returned to Ohio, he went to the doctor because of some pain he was having in his knee.  Jared thought that maybe he had torn some cartilage or done something else to cause the pain.  But it wasn’t torn cartilage; it wasn’t ligament damage – it was cancer, very serious cancer.  The doctors immediately began treatment, since this is an aggressive cancer that is life-threatening.  In fact, since Jared returned from his summer with Campus Crusade, his life has been consumed with fighting this cancer.  He’s had surgeries and radiation and chemo, and so far the cancer seems to be winning. Jared is in the impact zone, and his faith is being sorely tested.

Jared posts a blog that our family follows so we can pray for him, and I have to confess that it’s often hard to read.  I want so much to pull up his blog and read about how much better he is, about how he’s through the worst of it and can now look forward to going back to college and preparing for a long and healthy future.  So far that hasn’t happened.  But while the news still isn’t good, Jared’s faith continues to be strong.  He has decided to trust that his Heavenly Father loves him and is somehow going to use this evil for something good.  Here’s part of one of Jared’s recent posts:
The chemo treatments are hard and staying in the hospital for two weeks straight is no fun either. I typically lose lots of weight, strength and energy over these next two weeks and then typically try and recover over the two weeks I have off following the two weeks of chemo. I have been through a lot already with chemo before surgery and then surgery and now intensified chemo after the surgery. But we still have a long road ahead of us – lots of tests and scans are yet to be done and lots more physical therapy as well. But through it all I know I have the continual support from great family and friends and even more importantly I have the undying hope of the Lord’s promises through Jesus Christ. My faith has truly been the one thing that has proven to keep me grounded as I have been going through this trial and I know that it is the only thing that forever will get me through. I have seen the Lord in amazingly new and wonderful ways and He has opened up my eyes and heart to look at so much through a new perspective. I pray that he continues to amaze me and I pray that I would continue to believe, now and forever, that “the steadfast love of the Lord is better than life” (Psalm 63:3).

Jared is just 21, but he has already discovered in his short life that he can trust his God to care for him even when he’s in the impact zone.  And so can we.  

Try Growing

Here’s something else to try when you’re in the impact zone – try growing.  Do you remember the other name surfers have for the impact zone?  They call it “the washing machine.”  We have a new washing machine.  I actually miss our old machine.  We had it for twenty years.  I actually had kind of a moment when they hauled away our old machine as I reflected on all the clothes I washed in that machine over the years – diapers, baby clothes, tiny pajamas, gymnastic outfits, baseball uniforms, basketball jerseys.  But I’m warming up to our new machine, and here’s one thing I really like about it – it has a transparent cover so I can actually watch our clothes get washed.  Just think – if there’s nothing interesting on TV, I can watch my clothes get clean!  What could be better?  
And the really cool thing about our new machine is its speed.  It spins at 1100 revolutions per minute.  It sounds a little like a race car.  And the final result is that it gets our dirty clothes very clean, which – after all – is the point of the washing machine.  But imagine for a second that you’re a piece of dirty laundry.  The washing machine would not seem like much fun to the dirty laundry.  You get locked into this compartment, water comes pouring over your head, then you get agitated back and forth, and then hold on because you are about to go for the ride of your life.  

And in a way, much the same thing happen to us in the impact zone.  We get soaked, we get agitated, we get rinsed, we get spun and we get drained.  And what’s the point of it all?  To get clean.  

The Bible is very clear about this – God uses pain to purify us.  God sometimes causes us grief to help us to grow.  Listen to what the Bible says:

Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons.  For what son is not disciplined by his father? … Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.  No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful.  Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.  (Hebrews 12:7-11)
Notice God’s purpose in the pain he sometimes introduces into our lives – it’s to enable us to share in his holiness.  It’s to produce in us a harvest of righteousness.  It’s to shape our character.  
So if you find yourself in the impact zone, try growing.  Try using your hardships as an opportunity to grow a bigger heart and a stronger faith and a clearer perspective.  Think about this – we don’t get fit physically without putting our bodies through a lot of very hard work.  I saw a twenty-something guy running on the street not far from our house awhile ago, and I noticed he was wearing something that looked a little odd.  As I drove by him I figured out that he was wearing a weight vest.  I used to do the same thing in high school.  I would strap on a vest with about 35 pounds of weights in it, and then I would run short sprints up a hill near the high school.  Now why would I do that?  It would have been much easier to take off those weights.  It would have been much easier to run downhill instead of uphill.  But we all know that’s how you get in shape.  That’s how you grow a stronger heart and stronger legs, through resistance training.

Spiritually it often works the same way.  The only way we grow in patience is by being in situations that “try our patience.”  We all know this from experience – we only grow when we’re stretched.  That’s how you grow in love, that’s how you grow in faith, and that’s how you grow in purity.
Have you heard the term “helicopter parents”?  It’s a term for parents who constantly hover over their kids to make sure their kids are getting the best.  It’s not a complimentary term.  Now there’s a new term, and it’s not complimentary either – snow plow parents.  A snow plow parent is a parent who goes ahead of his or her kids to plow any obstacles out of their way so that their life is as easy as possible.  And it’s not a complimentary term because the snow plow parent is only hurting his child instead of helping him.  

And yet we sometimes ask God to be just that kind of parent to us.  We sometimes pray, “God, please remove all stress and all difficulty and all pain from my life.”  We sometimes treat God as a celestial thermostat, as though his job is to make sure the temperature is always 72 degrees, to make sure that we’re always comfortable.  But the fact is that our God loves us too much to do that.  God wants what is best for us; he wants us to share in his holiness.  God cares more about our character than our comfort.  So next time you’re in the impact zone, next time you find yourself spinning around in the washing machine, try growing.  The Psalmist says it like this: “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word.” (Psalm 119:67)  Sometimes the impact zone leaves us feeling all turned around.  And sometimes that’s exactly what it’s meant to do – to turn us around and to turn us back to God and back to a life of holiness.  So make the most of it – try growing.
Listen to this example of a Christ-follower who used his hardship as an opportunity to grow:

Brother Zhang, a young medical doctor and preacher in Zhejiang, China, refused to join the government-sponsored Three Self Patriotic Church.  He was arrested and spent 18 years in prison eating poor food, being beaten and drowning in the stench of cellmates.  He shares this testimony:  “The 18 years were a tremendous spiritual challenge, which brought great blessings I never before thought possible in my life.  Prison officials ordered me to empty the camp night-soil pit, the prison’s cesspool.  While I had little experience of physical labor, its hardship and suffering did not frighten me.  Although most of the other prisoners dreaded night-soil pit duty as the most difficult task in prison, I accepted this assignment without complaint.  The pit stored all the human excrement, both liquid and solid, from the entire camp.  Once the pit was full, its human waste steeped until its foul contents were ripe enough to be used as fertilizer.  Not only did I walk into this disease-ridden mess to remove it, but I had to breathe its stench as I scooped away each successive layer and dropped hundreds of shovel loads into the collection buckets for others to carry to the fields.

The night-soil pit’s pungent odors lingered with the digger at least three days, literally surrounding him with an almost maddening stench.  All the guards and other prisoners avoided the night-soil pit digger to escape being overcome by the lingering odor.  One reason I could enjoy working in the night-soil pit was the solitude.  Surrounded only by foul air and human waste, I could sing music of praise to God as loudly as I wanted.  And the guards were never close enough to protest this otherwise objectionable behavior.

One of my favorite songs during those days was ‘In the Garden.”  My Chinese night-soil pit was hardly the garden that the composer of that hymn had in mind!  But God delivered great happiness to me to be able to sing His praises in such earthly misery.”
Sometimes God uses the manure of life to fertilize the garden of our soul so we can grow what matters most – our character.  Try growing.  
Try Giving

Third, try giving.  Try using your problems and your pain as an opportunity to serve someone else, to help someone else.
A couple of weeks ago when we began this series I asked you to think about this question: “What does an epic life look like?”  I thought more about this when I watched some of the endless coverage of the royal wedding of Kate Middleton and Prince William a couple of weeks ago.  You couldn’t escape it; it was on most every channel.  One of the storylines was the comparison of Kate and William’s wedding to that of Charles and Diana years ago, which lead one of the reporters to provide an update on the life of Prince Charles.  Now I can’t verify what this reporter said, but it was on The Today Show, so I assume it’s accurate.  The reporter talked about the opulent life of Prince Charles; he reportedly has 149 personal butlers, including one to put his toothpaste on his toothbrush.  The reporter explained that the Queen herself is embarrassed by the extravagance of Prince Charles’ life.  
And I thought to myself, “If that’s true, that is the farthest thing from an epic life I can imagine.”  Sometimes we fall into the trap of thinking about how great it would be if we didn’t have to work, if we had someone to wait on us hand and foot, someone to manicure our nails, someone to take care of our lawns and our bills and our needs and wants.  But you and I know this in our hearts – that’s not what life is supposed to be like.  That’s not a life of meaning and significance.  That’s not an epic life.

So what’s an epic life?  An epic life is a life of impact.  The greater your impact, the more epic your life.  And here’s the thing – we usually aren’t able to make an impact until we’ve been through the impact zone.  Often the truth is that we aren’t capable of making an impact in our world until we’ve been beaten up in the impact zone.

For our Easter lunch I was given one job – to buy the meat.  Not to cook it, mind you, but simply to buy it.  But I was still a little nervous about this; I was nervous I might not get the right meat.  So Brenda talked me through it, and, like a good husband, I took notes.  I went to the butcher at Safeway and told him what I needed – I needed flank steak, and I needed it tenderized.  Fortunately he knew what I was talking about.  So he went to the back and grabbed some meat and then took it to his work station to prepare it.  Have you ever watched a butcher tenderize meat?  It’s a little scary.  They take this tool that looks like some kind of torture device, and they roll it over the meat, and sometimes they even pound on the meat.  I had to turn away.
But guess what – it turns out the meat tastes better when it’s tenderized.  And that got me to thinking about how God sometimes works in my life.  Sometimes my heart needs to be tenderized.  Sometimes my heart towards people gets a little hard.  I can get a little callous, a bit uncaring and unsympathetic.  So what does God do but put me through the impact zone to beat me up a little and to tenderize my heart.  And when he’s done, I’m a little softer.  I notice people more.  I empathize with their hurts more.  I’m more ready and willing to get involved and to make an impact in their lives.  

If you want to live an epic life, you need to make an impact.  And before you’re ready to make an impact, God is very likely to take you through the impact zone.  Listen to how Paul puts it in one of his letters:

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.  For just as the sufferings of Christ flow over into our lives, so also through Christ our comfort overflows.  If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer.  (2 Corinthians 1:3-6)  
Pastor Rick Warren has said it this way many times: “God never wastes a hurt.”  God can use your pain and your hurt and your heartache to make a positive impact in the lives of others, to give others comfort and hope and encouragement.  And that’s exactly what he’s done through Bethany Hamilton.  Watch this clip about Bethany as she shares with us some of the ways God has used her hurt to make an impact in the world.
Show clip two from week four

An epic life is a life that makes an impact.  And often the way God prepares us to make an impact is by taking us into and through the impact zone.  You heard Bethany’s challenge – let’s take her up on it.  Let’s try trusting, let’s try growing, and let’s try giving.  Let’s give God the chance to use our pain and our heartache for good.
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