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Saints and sinners: Getting more friendly with God

Wedon'twant to get too chummy with God.
A friend of mine addresses the Almighty as
“Goddie, dear,” inher prayers. That hasalways
seemed to me to be carrying informality with
the deity too far.

Ontheother hand, our religiousliveswould
probably be more rewarding if we were on
friendlier, lessformal termswith God.

TheBiblesaysthat God spoketo Moses“as
aman speaks to hisfriend.” That, perhaps, is
what we should strive for when we speak to
God.

We ought to feel free to say whatever ison
our minds, avoiding the stilted language that
God can see coming whenever we fold our
hands or get down on our knees.

Prayer should be alively, spirited exchange

between partieswholikeeach other’ scompany
—likeNoahand DeLawdinMarc Connelly’s
classic play “ Green Pastures.”

De Lawd liked nothing better than to stand
around and chew the fat with his people ashe
smoked a big cigar or enjoyed afish fry with
them.

Hischildren evenfelt freeto cajole him.

When Godtold Noah hewanted snakesonthe
ark, Noah sensed an opportunity. “Maybel bet-
ter take a keg of likker,” said Noah, “* cause
someof them snakescanget pretty dangerous.”

Noah figured he might be on aroll, so he
didn’t stop.

Withall thedifferent kind of snakesthereare,
hetold God, maybehehad better taketwo kegs
of “likker.”
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“1 think one keg'senough,” replied God.

“Just as easy to taketwo kegs, Lawd.”

“Onekeg, Noah.”

“Yes, Lawd, onekeg.”

“101WaystoTaktoGod” by Dandi MacKall
(Sourcebooks, 2001), makespractical, funsug-
gestionson how to converse with God:

—“Designateonechairinyour homeasyour

own personal prayer chair. Make an appoint-
ment with Godtomeet thereevery morningand
evening for aheart-to-heart talk.”

—“Imaginewhat God mightdoinyour place
to make somebody’s day. For instance, listen
politely to an entire telemarketing pitch.” (I
havetroublewith thisone.)

— “Write down the ugly parts of your past
— theregrets, the stupid things you wish you
had never said or done. Then tear thelist into
tiny piecesand burn them. Asthe smokerises,
thank God for forgivenessand fresh starts.”

— “Smile at strangers throughout the day.
Don't be upset when you don't get asmilein
return. (God issmiling at you.)”

— “When you climbinto bed tonight, don’t
forget to tell God goodnight.”

Childrenhaveaway of gettingtotheheart of
the matter in their prayers. Here's a sampling
of “Children’s Letters to God” (Workman,
1991), compiled by Stuart Hample and Eric
Marshall.

—“1 wishyouwould not makeit so easy for
peopleto comeapart. | hadthreestitchesand
shot.” (From Jane)

— “Instead of |etting people die and having
to make new ones, why don’'t you just keep the
onesyou’'vegot?’ (FromMark) (That’soneof
thequestions|’ vealwayswondered about my-
self but thought | wastoo old to ask.)

Compliment God fromtimeto time.

| imaginehewasvery pleased with theletter
fromlittleRuthieM.,whosaid, “ | think thesta-
pler isoneof your greatest inventions.”

Ahead of Pope’s visit, believers point to sites associated with St. Paul

By Hamza Hendawi
Associated Press Writer

KAWKAB, Syria— Father Matta
Rizk stood outside his hilltop chapel
Tuesday, pointingtotheyellowinggreen
hills dotted with olive trees before him
tothesouth. Tothenorth, Damascuswas
barely visiblethrough the late morning
haze.

“I1t happened somewherehere, but no
one knowsthe exact spot,” he said.

“It” isthevision of Jesusexperienced
some 2,000 years ago by St. Paul the
Apostle onthe road to Damascus.

Pope John Paul Il's visit to Syria,
which starts Saturday, was inspired by
St. Paul. Following in the saint’s steps
isn't easy these days, as time and
progress have erased memories, but the
faithful point to afew spotsas sacred.

John Paul hasno plansto cometo the
area associated with St. Paul’s vision
because of hispoor health and the busy
schedule of his four-day stay in Syria,
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according to Rizk. Rizk's church is at
Kawkab, some12.5milessouthof Dam-
ascus.

Paul, then a Christian-hating Jew
named Saul, was on his way to Dam-
ascustotry toput downthenewreligion.
The vision of Jesus both blinded and
converted Paul, according to Christian
belief, givingthenewly bornfaithaman
who spent alifetimetirelessy preaching
Christianity throughout the then all-
powerful Roman Empire. Paul is be-
lieved to have been beheaded in Rome
around 67A.D.

Rizk’schapel,amodernstructurebuilt
in1965withmoney donated by theRus-
sian Orthodox church, isnamed after St.
Paul, asisthe Greek Orthodox monas-
tery to which the L ebanese-educated
monk belongs.

The33-year-old Orthodox monk from
Damascussharessomethingwiththe80-
year-old, Polish-born Roman pontiff.
Both look to Paul asamodel.

“I1t's Paul’s love for Jesus that made
me becomeamonk,” Rizk said.

Back in Damascus, Straight Street is
the spot where, following his vision,
Paul was believed to have met St.
Ananias, who was to baptize him.
Today’s partly covered Straight Street
hardly seemsalikely place for biblical
miracles.

It is abustling market where every-
thing from Persian rugsto sweets, nuts
and coffee are sold from tiny stores
owned by Christiansand Muslims. The
placeis also representative of Syria's
rich mix of culturesand religions, with
ruinsfrom Roman temples, housesdat-
ing to the Ottoman era and ancient
churches.

“If my priest sayswedon'’t recognize
thepopeasOrthodox Christians, thatis
hisbusiness. I’ [l bring my wifeand two
childrento seethe popewhen hedrives
throughthisstreet,” said GeorgeBoutros
Habib, sittingat asewing machineinhis

small tailor shop on Straight Street.

AnOrthodox Christianmarriedto an
Armenian, Habibdeclared: “ Thepopeis
for everyone.”

Omar |brahim, who sells carpets on
Straight Street, hadjust emergedfroma
mosqueafter noon prayerswhenhewas
asked about the pope’s visit. “Syriais
beautiful and everyoneiswelcome,” he
said.

A shortwalk from Straight Street near
the Eastern Gate, one of seven on the
ancient walls surrounding old Dam-
ascus, isthe underground Chapel of St.
Ananias, believedto betheplacewhere
Paul was baptized.

The dungeon-like church built with
stonesisdown a23-stepflight of stairs.
It will not be visited by the ailing John
Paul, apparently becauseof thephysical
effortinvolved, butthepontiff will drive
past it during hisstay in Damascus.

A room next to the chapel is where
Paul, according to tradition, was bap-
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The stone walls are adorned with 29
color sketchestellingthestory of St. Paul
inArabic, English and French.

Another church associated with St.
Paul, icons depict episodes from hislife
in Damascus, including his escape from

Jewsangered at hispreaching.
ThisChurchof St. Paul was, tradition
says, built at thevery spot of thedramatic
escape. Paul wasloweredin abasket to
safety outsidethewalls of Damascus.
Thepopewastovisit thesmall, stone
church builtin the late 1930s.

Poll: Contradictory desires in Bibles

NEW YORK (AP) — Americans
haveseemingly contradictory desiresin
choosing Bible translations, judging
from a Gallup Poll for the American
Bible Society.

The poll showed the Bibleisthe cat-
egory of book Americanssay they most
oftenreadregularly, and that 93 percent
of American homeshaveone.

TheKing JamesVersionremainsthe
most reveredtrand ation, andyetAmeri-
cans say the Bible should be easier to
read and understand. In the poll, con-
ducted in October, 36 percent felt the

Bibleisnot easy to understand, and 61
percent said the Bible should be easier
toread.

The Poll found in households with &
Bible, 54 percent ownedtheKing James,
followed by 15 percent for the New I n-
ternational Version and single-digit re-
sponses for the updated New King
James, the New American Standard
Bible, Catholic editions and the New
Revised Standard Version.

Inthehomeswith morethan onever-
sontheKingJamesonly edgedtheNew
| nternational by 30 percentto23 percent.
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Priest: Father Charles Schneider
Deacon: Gretchen Talitha
Saturday: Church School: 4 pm

Serving the rural community for over 100 years
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‘The following sponsors urge YOU to attend your chosen House of Worship this Sabbath:

golden Wheat Ranch
Office 110 E. 11th

‘Topside Office Products, Inc.
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