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From time to time when I was growing up I would go horseback riding with some friends and neighbors.  When I was a kid we still watched a fair number of old westerns, so we thought people who rode horses were pretty cool.  Then when I was 13 I was riding with the girl next door, Jaime, who loved horses and who was a far better rider than I was, when something startled the horse Jaime was riding and threw her to the ground.  Jaime suffered a compound fracture of her arm – the bone in her arm was rather gruesomely sticking out of her skin.  It was the first time I had ever seen an injury like that, and the fact that Jaime was pretty dramatic about the whole thing didn’t help.  I did my best to stay calm and to act like everything was going to be fine, but the truth is that I was just a bit freaked out by the whole experience.

The next time someone invited me to go horseback riding with them, I politely declined.  In fact, it was probably ten years before I got back on a horse again.  I like to watch horses; I especially like to watch them race.  I have a great admiration for people who train horses.  But even today I am not particularly eager to get back on a horse myself – all because a friend broke an arm falling from a horse when we were 13.

Bethany Hamilton was 13 when she and her best friend were surfing off the north shore of Kauai.  Out of nowhere a 14 foot tiger shark bit off Bethany’s left arm and a big chunk of her surfboard.  By the time Bethany got to the hospital, she had lost 60% of her blood.  It was an incredibly traumatic experience, quite obviously.  It was a shock for Bethany when she woke up from surgery to look over and see that her arm was completely gone.  Yet within days of the attack, Bethany had a question for her doctor – “When can I get back in the water?  When can I go surfing again?”

The shark attack took place on Halloween of 2003.  And less than a month later, before Thanksgiving of that same year, Bethany was back in the water and back on her board.  Which makes me think – maybe it’s time for me to get back on a horse.

Bad things happen to all of us.  Bad things happen to good people, to young people, to careful people, and to well-intentioned people.  And the temptation many of us give in to when bad things happen to us is the temptation to play the victim card.  Bethany certainly could have played that card, and no one would have blamed her.  No one would have blamed her if she had said, “I’m never going back in the water.”  No one would have blamed her if she had stayed in the safety of her home and watched TV all day, if she had taken some time to heal and to let people take care of her.  But she didn’t do that.  Bethany’s story isn’t a story of a victim; it’s a story of a victor.  It’s a story of someone whose faith overcame her fears and whose determination defeated her discouragement.

Show video clip: Lesson 3, clip 1

So how do we do that?  How do make ourselves get back in the water, get back on the horse?  How do we refuse to play the victim when life deals us a bad hand?  Let me suggest three biblical ideas illustrated by Bethany’s life that can help us be victors instead of victims when bad things knock us off our game.

Focus On What’s Left, Not What’s Lost
The first suggestion is this – focus on what’s left, not what’s lost.  If I had been Bethany, I imagine that the thought that would have been my dominant thought every time I woke up would have been, “My arm is gone.”  That thought would have been reinforced every time I tried to tie my shoe, every time I put on a shirt with holes for two arms.  And I don’t want to minimize Bethany’s loss in any way.  It’s a big deal to lose your arm, no matter how old you are.  

And in one way or another all of us can relate to Bethany because we’ve all suffered losses in our lives.  Some of you have lost a child.  Some of you have lost a spouse.  Some of you have lost your home.  Some of you have lost a job.  

But here’s what you didn’t lose – you didn’t lose hope.  And the reason you didn’t lose hope is because you didn’t focus on what you lost, you focused on what was left.  

If you saw “Soul Surfer” you will remember the scene where Bethany and her dad were sitting on the rocks looking out at the ocean.  Bethany had tried to make a comeback in a surfing competition and it had not gone well at all for her.  In her mind her career was over and her dreams were no more.  So she says to her dad, “What do I do now?  I’ve lost everything?”  And her very wise father says to her, “Bethany, you haven’t lost everything.  You lost your arm.  But you’ve got your life.  And you’ve got a family who loves you dearly.  And you have your friends and your church and your future.”  And to Bethany’s credit, she took those words to heart.  
Brenda and I went to spend some time with my 90 year old mom a month or so ago, and we got a little bit of a taste of what that phase of life can feel like.  We spent some time with some of Mom’s friends there, and we listened in to conversations in the halls and at meal times.  And we noticed how tempting it is in that situation to focus on what you’ve lost.  Everyone there has lost loved ones.  And at that stage you’re losing some of your newer friends almost by the week.  You’ve lost the house you called home for so long.  You’ve lost the ability to get around by yourself, to drive yourself to the store or even to go out for a walk.  Physically you’ve lost the ability or the strength to do a number of things that used to come easily.  And the temptation, we noticed, was to sit around and talk about what you’ve lost.
So we tried to focus on what Mom had left.  We were respectful about it; we let her talk about some of her losses – she needs to do that to a certain degree.  Those memories are worth holding on to.  But there’s much that is left for her to enjoy.  She’s alive.  She may not have family that lives close to her, but she has family that calls her and sends her pictures and visits her and prays for her and loves her.  She may not have some of her older friends, but she has a host of new friends that make her laugh and listen to her stories.  She has scores of people who work where she live whose job is to care for her and to make her life better.  She could make herself completely miserable if her sole focus was on all she’s lost, because she’s lost a lot.  But when she’s able to focus on all that she has left, she has some wonderful, rewarding days.

Do you remember Jesus’ feeding of the 5000?  As the Gospels tell us the story, Jesus had been teaching some large crowds of people, and when it came time for dinner the crowds were all still hanging around.  Do you ever have guests like that?  They stopped by for awhile, which was all fine, but now it’s time to eat and you really need them to leave so you can fix dinner for your family.  So you drop a hint about how you don’t want to keep them any longer, that you want them to feel free to leave whenever they need to.  You consider going to the bathroom and just not coming out until they get embarrassed for you and leave, but decide that might be considered rude.  So finally you just say it: “Would you like to stay for dinner?”  As you say it you can sense your spouse giving you the look, the look that says, “You must be kidding me; I can’t believe you just invited these freeloaders to eat with us!”  And that’s a little how the disciples responded when Jesus announced that they were going to have over 5000 people for dinner.  “Jesus, what are you thinking?  We don’t have enough food to feed all these people!  Tell them to go home.”
But Jesus wasn’t going to do that.  So he had to adjust the disciples’ thinking.  Their focus was on what they didn’t have.  So Jesus told them to take stock of what they did have.  Here’s the account in Mark’s Gospel: 
Jesus answered, “You give them something to eat.”  They said to him, “That would take eight months of a man’s wages!  Are we to go and spend that much on bread and give it to them to eat?”

“How many loaves do you have?” he asked.  “Go and see.”  When they found out, they said, “Five – and two fish.”  (Mark 6:37-38)
The disciples were very aware of what they didn’t have, but Jesus tells them, “Go find out what you do have.”  As it turned out, they really didn’t have very much, did they?  The other Gospels help us understand where this food came from – it was a youngster’s lunch.  These were five small pieces of bread and two small fish.  But in the hands of Jesus, that was all they needed.  
Focus On Your Faith, Not Your Fears
And that leads me to my second suggestion to help us live as victors rather than victims when life knocks us off our moorings – focus on your faith, not your fears.  Bethany’s story is more than a story of a person who made lemonade out of lemons.  There is a decidedly supernatural aspect to her story.  She focused on what was left rather than what was lost, but what was left was frankly not what we would think she needed to do what she wanted to do.  So she had to rely on her faith in Jesus to take what she had left and make it into enough to do what she wanted to do.  In a way, just as Jesus multiplied the loaves and fish into a meal to feed 5000, so Jesus took Bethany with her one arm and made it enough to become a world class surfer.
Another one of my favorite scenes in “Soul Surfer” is again a scene with Bethany and her dad.  This time they’re in the hospital, just a few days after the shark attack.  Bethany has started to talk about her desire to get back into the water, but she’s not quite sure how that’s going to work.  And then her dad reminds Bethany of one of her favorite verses – Philippians 4:13, which says this: “I can do all things through Christ who gives me strength.”  
And that became Bethany’s focus – her faith in the power of Jesus.  It would have been very natural for her to focus on her fears.  I’m pretty sure I would have.  After all, there’s more than one shark in the ocean.  If it happened once, I would have been thinking, it could happen again.  Let’s be honest – how many of us tend to focus on our fears?  I wish I didn’t, but it happens to me.  Overall I’m not an anxious person.  I don’t tend to spend my time thinking about things that could go wrong.  But there are a couple of situations that raise my anxiety level, and it becomes quite a challenge for me to focus on my faith and not my fears.  By the way, though I like to kid about it, I have pretty much made peace with birds.  Mind you I am never going to own a bird.  But I can actually go out and sit in my yard and talk to the crows even when they’re just a few feet away from me.  But take me to the dentist, and it can be a different deal.  A few years ago I had a bad experience; a dentist performed a root canal on the wrong tooth.  To top it off, the tooth became badly infected.  The whole thing was a disaster.  So now it’s a bit of a challenge to go to the dentist.  I have to tell you that my regular dentist is terrific; I have complete confidence in him, and he is incredibly kind to me.  But when I lay back in that chair, once in awhile my heart will start to race and my body will break out in a sweat, and for 60 to 90 seconds the only thing I can think about is my fear.  

The Surgeon General tells us that 16% of the adult population in the United States suffers from a generalized anxiety disorder, an anxiety that for many people pops up for no reason at all.  I’ve never experienced anything like that, though I’ve counseled a number who suffer with it.  Please don’t hear me say this morning that this is an easy issue to deal with, or that if you suffer from anxiety then you don’t have enough faith.  For many people this is a very tough issue, and very painful.  But I can tell you that many people have found their faith in Jesus to give them great comfort and great strength.  Now I’m not suggesting that when you’re afraid all you have to do is think about Jesus.  This isn’t just a matter of thinking about something different than the thing that makes you afraid.  If you’ve been bitten by a dog and you’re afraid of dogs, the answer the next time you see a dog is not, “Just think about Jesus.”  What we’re saying is that we can trust Jesus to give us peace that is stronger than our fears.  We’re talking about the supernatural.
Here’s the thing about most of our fears – most of them are not rational.  When I lie back in my dentist’s chair, I know he’s not going to kill me.  I know I’m not going to die.  My 60-second ride on the anxiety train is not rational.  So what’s the answer?  We need something that transcends the rational to help us.  And that’s what Jesus offers us.  Just a few verses before Bethany’s favorite verse in Philippians 4 we read this: “Do not be anxious about anything, but in everything, by prayer and petition, with thanksgiving, present your requests to God.  And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your hearts and minds in Christ Jesus.” (Philippians 4:6-7)  That’s the promise, that when we focus on our faith and bring our anxieties and fears to Jesus – even our irrational ones – he will give us a peace that transcends all understanding.  
Focus On What You Can Do, Not What You Can’t
Here’s a third suggestion for living as a victor rather than a victim – focus on what you can do, not what you can’t.  There are a lot of things Bethany can’t do anymore.  She can’t put her hair up in a pony.  She can’t wrap her arms around someone she loves and give them a big hug.  Making a sandwich is a challenge.  Getting dressed is a challenge.
But Bethany, right from the start, refused to be the victim.  I love the scenes of her cutting grapefruit.  She can’t do it like she used to do it.  She can’t hold it in one hand and cut it with the other, because she only has one hand.  So what does she do?  She uses her feet.  She can’t hold the grapefruit in her hands, so she holds it between her two feet and cuts it with her remaining hand.  

Some of you have suffered some very painful losses.  Some of you can’t do certain things you once did.  But the issue isn’t what you can’t do; the issue is what you can do.

Let me give you an example.  There are many people in our church and in our community who struggle with infertility.  We tried for four years to have a child before we had our first, so we have a little bit of experience with this ourselves.  Here’s one thing I remember – when you’re trying to have a child, it seems like everyone around you is pregnant.  Everyone at the mall is pregnant, everyone on TV is pregnant, and everyone at church is pregnant – everyone except you.  But statistically we know that’s not true.  Statistically 12% of women between the ages of 18 and 44 are struggling with infertility at any time.  And while many people eventually are able to conceive after a few years, some people who desperately want to have children never do.  It’s not a matter of want to; it’s a matter of you can’t.
And I remember well how easily that becomes your focus – we can’t have children.  That’s very painful.  By the way, let me show you husbands from the Bible what not to say to your wife in such a situation.  This is from 1st Samuel; it’s the story of a husband and wife named Elkanah and Hannah.  Actually Elkanah has two wives – his one wife, Peninnah, is able to have children, and Hannah can’t, which makes Hannah especially unhappy.  So here’s what Elkanah says to Hannah to try to comfort her: “Hannah, why are you weeping?  Why don’t you eat?  Why are you downhearted?  Don’t I mean more to you than ten sons?” (1 Samuel 1:8)  Guys, can you imagine saying this to your wife: “What are you upset about?  You’ve got me!  Just think how lucky you are!  Aren’t I better than ten kids?”  Let me just suggest that if you take this approach with your wife, it just might be the last thing you ever say to her … or to anyone.  This is not a particularly sensitive or encouraging approach.  
Sometimes it happens, for a variety of reasons, that a couple who really want to have children and who would make terrific parents can’t have children.  That’s what they can’t do.  But here’s the issue – what can they do?  And there are a lot of good answers to that question.  Some can adopt.  We have many people in our church who were adopted themselves, and many others who are adoptive parents, and it is a wonderfully loving thing for a couple to do.  For some adoption isn’t an option.  My Mom’s closest friend at the retirement home is a woman who never married and never had children.  But she is a godparent, and she has made a huge impact on the lives of her goddaughter and her family.  Or maybe what you can do is to pour your heart and soul into the lives of some kids in this church or in your neighborhood whose parents are divorced or who for one reason or another aren’t able to give those kids the kind of care and support they need.  

Let me show you one more clip to illustrate the power of focusing on what we can do: Lesson three, clip two.
Here’s another thing you can do, not matter what you can’t do – you can ask for help.  Bethany can’t do a number of things that she needs to do, things that aren’t optional.  So she can play the victim, or she can ask for help.  

I know – we feel like we should be stronger than that, that it’s a sign of weakness to ask for help.  But part of how God helps us overcome our losses is by giving us people who love us who are willing and able to help us.  I mentioned my issue with the dentist.  A couple of months ago I had to have a procedure that my dentist told me was going to take three hours in the chair.  I knew that was going to stretch me.  So I had a choice – I could just try to gut through it, or I could ask for help.  I struggled a bit with my pride on this one, but in the end I decided the better part of valor was to ask my wife to come to the appointment with me.  And she helped me get through it just fine.  She didn’t have to do anything heroic, but her being there and talking to me when I needed it was very much what I needed to overcome something that for me is not all that fun.
Some of you have lost someone you love in the last year or so, and there is a hole in your life.  We understand that no other person can fill that hole.  But we can help, and we would love to help if you would let us know what we can do.  Maybe you just need someone to have lunch with once in awhile.  Maybe you need help doing something that person used to do for you.  In Romans 12 Paul reminds us of this: “Just as each of us has one body with many members, and these members do not all have the same function, so in Christ we who are many form one body, and each member belongs to all the others.” (Romans 12:4-5)  In a very real way, there are no single people in the Body of Christ.  We all belong to someone; we all belong to each other.  And while there are things you can’t do alone, for whatever reason, this is what you can do – you can ask your brothers and sisters in Christ for help, and we will be honored to give it to you.

And here’s one last thing you can do – you can try.  This was one of the most important lessons of Bethany’s story for me, one that caught me by surprise.  I’ve always been of the Yoda school of theology.  According to Yoda, there is no try; there is only do.  In my mind trying is just another word for failure.  But I’ve been wrong about that.  Twice in the movie the point was made quite powerfully that trying counts; let me just remind you of one.  After Bethany comes back from her trip with World Vision to Thailand, she is met by a mountain of mail from admirers and well-wishers.  She reads one letter by a boy who lost a limb and who is trying to play soccer because Bethany inspired him.  This, by the way, was at a time when Bethany had tried and failed to make a surfing comeback.  So she says to her mom, “Why would this kid be inspired by me?  I didn’t do anything.”  And her mom answers, “Maybe it’s because you tried.”
Sometimes bad things happen to us, and because of those bad things our lives will never be the same.  We may never be what we had dreamed of being.  We may always have to struggle in ways that make our lives much harder than what we had hoped they would be.  But while we can’t do everything we had wanted to do, we can do this – we can try.  And trying counts.  God is very much pleased when we try to do good and right things, even if we don’t do them perfectly.  So try praying.  Try sharing your faith.  Try forgiving.  Try loving your enemy.  Try to encourage a friend who is going through a hard time.  Try worshiping God.  Try generosity.  Try serving.  
In my mind the best thing Bethany did to enable her to live as a victor and not a victim was to try.  The victim gives up; the victor tries.  So let’s ask our Lord to give we who are broken and scared the courage to do that – let’s ask our Lord to give us the courage and the power to try to do those things that are good and right and healthy and honoring to him.
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