What Do You Make Of It? 					8/9/59





Scripture:  Psalm 84





Text:  Psalm 84: 6;  “Who passing through the valley of Baca 						make it a well.”





There is a verse in the 84th Psalm that describes the kind of person that all of us needs to be:  “Passing through the valley of Baca [or Valley of Weeping] make it a well [or place of springs].”  Here the psalmist is saying that when a person who trusts God and has a real experience of Divine resource, finds himself in a difficult or forbidding or ominous place, [Baca or the valley of weeping] he can do more than just get through it; he can create something worth while out of it --- a well, or a place of springs.





Palestine itself is illustration of the meaning in this phrase of the Psalm.  All life there centers around springs and watering places.  The country tends to be desert-like.  The thoughtful and loving care by the Jewish people developed it into a land of promise, of vineyards and milk and honey.  Those people were vanquished, and scattered all over the earth, and Palestine, to considerable degree, reverted to unproductive desert.  Now the land is caused to bloom again, as Jewish descendants, with all the scientific, archaeological, and loving zeal of desperate enthusiasm, bring old sites again into production.  Careful development of precious water helps.





If a place is allowed to be desert, with no grass, shrubs, trees to encourage moisture, there is nothing to be condensed into moisture when the weather does change; hence no rain.  But the life of the land, and the moisture of the air are dependent on each other.  And the tillers of Palestinian soil are careful to make every bit of water from springs or underground sources count in the production of life.  Knowing this, the old Psalmist was saying that there are souls who, by God’s grace, are learning how to win the very best out of the worst.





This is a capacity that we need now, as do the people of every time and place.  We have lived to see human nature at its worst in the cruel inhumanity of man to man.  All-out warfare emphasized the horrors that mankind can invent and perpetrate.  One national order set out to exterminate Jews, literally; and then to subdue or eliminate others who stood in the way.  We who resented that power, and found ourselves on the other side of armed conflict know that massive bombing of whole populations was deemed necessary to win survival.  And so liquid fire was rained on whole communities.  And, finally, nuclear bombs were used, by our forces, to wipe out whole cities -- men, women, and children; the old and young; Christians along with all others.  Since the conflicts of World War II and the Korean conflict have come to an armistice-like halt, our world still teeters on the edge of the holocaust.





Meanwhile crimes of inconsiderate violence increase in the wake of the conflict.  And some crack up under the strain.  Others learn new lessons they never knew before.





One man’s war experience illustrates some of what can happen in war, or in peace.  He was an American medical officer in charge of an army hospital unit at Manila when the attack on Pearl Harbor in Hawaii plunged our nation into war.  In an amazingly short time he found himself a prisoner of war as the forces of Japan swept south in Asia and threatened the whole world around the Pacific ocean.  For a while he was left in charge of his hospital unit.  Then the enemy closed it and he was shipped, with other prisoners, to another island and then to Manchuria for the duration of the war.





Other American prisoners of war followed.  One enemy ship was loaded with 1600 of them.  By that time Japanese shipping was under American attack.  The prison ship, identified as such from air or sea, was hit repeatedly.  Battle conditions and other cruelties took a heavy toll of the men as they were shipped to first one place and then another.  Only about 200 of the 1600 who began the trip from the Philippines, finally arrived in Manchuria.  A high percentage of those 200 American prisoners were seriously damaged for life.  Not only physically broken, but in many cases mentally broken by what they had seen and survived.





But this medical officer remarked that some of those surviving men seemed to have the capacity to find what poor best they could out of their experience, and were able to reconstruct a livable world out of their environment.  Those were the few fortunates who not only survived the terror, but found ways toward hope of a better world.





That extreme experience only illustrates, all to vividly, what happens to people in less violent tragedy and reverses.  Some crack up, and come out of it worse for the experience.  Others have strength called out within them which they did not know they had.  They emerge from hard and bitter experiences wiser and better persons because of the way they have met the testing!  Which group are we going to belong to?





In ordinary life, it becomes clear to anyone who watches people closely that, not so much what happens to a man woman, but the way he or she takes it and does with it, makes the character.





I suppose that one should be able to count on at least this to start with: that every decent person has a desire not to be among those who merely drag through a crisis or go to pieces under its stress.  Every decent person wants to be among those who creatively make something out of it -- the good and the bad experiences alike.  All decent folk would like to come through the crises of living better and wiser folk -- not broken or beaten, but the more capable because of their hard learning.





More than 40 years ago, during World War I, an outstanding British chaplain was Studdert Kennedy.  It was while he was meeting the crisis of his time, that he described the Last Judgment as he thought of it.  He said that he expected that when he should stand before the final judgment seat, God would ask of him just one question:  “Well, what did you make of it?”  That is:  “What did you make of that life into which I put you on earth?”





Let us concern ourselves, for a little while now, with this inquiry:  What causes some people to come out worse, and some to come out better from the hard testing experiences of life?  What are the qualities of mind and character that enable a man, passing through the “valley of weeping,” to make it a “place of springs” --- a well of living resource
