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Dear Dads, "On the Wall,"

You men are often on my heart.  I think of you and pray for you whenever I write.  

 But I don't write that frequently to you dads as laborers in the Gospel, so I hope you give me a few minutes of your time this morning.  

I have two things on my mind today.  A conference and a movie.   

Our family just got back from our first ever, Faithwalkers conference, sponsored by the Great Commission Association of Churches.  It was held in central Missouri.

My what a blessing!  I do believe that God did something unusual during the time.  I think it will be looked back on as a "watershed event” for our association of churches.  

It was really an answer to prayer and this conference will, I think, allow us to get much more involved across this country with our high school and college youth and do it, right alongside our community churches and pastors.  

As Tom Short said, "Personally, I thought it was one of the best conferences that I have attended in quite a few years, and feel as if it marks somewhat of a rebirth of our movement.  After Faithwalkers, I personally have more vision for our association than I have had for some time.”  These thoughts come from probably one of the hottest spirits I know and one of the most faithful preachers of the Gospel we have.      

Mark Darling said, “It was just what I hoped it could be and what I envisioned it to be like. I really am excited about doing this again at the same time and probably in the same place next year.”

It was also a blessing to see so many of you men there.  You can plan on a Faithwalkers next year.  We were a little late in "green lighting" this year's edition, but we will have plenty of lead time for next year's.  

And Jim and Barb McCotter and their family were a surprise, late addition.  It was good to talk with them.  Jim wrote, "How my heart was blessed to hear each of you share what God put on your hearts this last week.  I felt so unworthy . . . and so humbled . . .  and at the same time so overjoyed."

It was a hoot, connecting again with so many Christian fathers and mothers and so many young people, high school as well as college.  Sometimes we dads just have to grab the reins and carve out time for our families to get away to a conference like this.  Take the lead.  The dividends are incredible.  

But I have another reason for writing today and it concerns Mel Gibson's upcoming movie, "The Passion of the Christ.”  We showed the movie trailer at the Faithwalkers conference as well as an interview with the director.

The movie premiers on Ash Wednesday, February 25, 2004.  And I strongly believe it will have an amazing effect on our country.  You men know as well as I do that in our culture any movie passes across the radar screen in just a short time.  And the devil will probably want to "bury" this one - fast.  But it looks like an amazing, powerful rendition of the last twelve hours of our Lord’s life.    

Here are a few things that Mel Gibson has said about this movie, a project that he put over 13 million of his own dollars into, to get it made and distributed.  

"I want this movie to affect people on a very profound level and reach them with a message of faith, hope, love and forgiveness.  I am telling the story as the Bible tells it.  The Gospel is a complete script and that's what we are filming."  

"I think we have gotten too used to seeing pretty crosses on the wall, and we forget what really happened. We know that Jesus suffered and died, but we don’t really think about what it all means.  Hey, I didn’t realize this either when I was growing up.  The full horror of what Jesus suffered for our redemption didn’t really strike me.  But when you finally see it and understand what He went through, it makes you feel, not only compassion, but also a debt. You want to repay Him for the enormity of His sacrifice.  You want to love Him in return.”

"Today, so many people are searching for meaning in life, asking questions, they are looking for answers.  If people's hearts can be changed from this movie, that's a huge thing.  I am hoping it will have the power to do that."  

"I hope the film raises a lot of questions and makes people search for answers - kind of like, ' You've seen the movie; now read the Book! '  That's where the churches can come in - to handle that response.  To answer the questions."

"I just wanted to be pleasing to the Almighty.  That's all.  I think that I was as faithful as I could possibly be to the story as it's told. And hopefully I've done work that's good enough to please Him."

While Mel Gibson is the name that will catch our society's interest, it really isn't about Mel Gibson.  

Or Jim Caviezel, the actor from "The Count of Monte Cristo”  who plays Christ.  

He recognizes that he could be typecast, as a result of this movie, for the rest of his career.  "Mel actually said to me when I took the role, 'You may never work again,' " Caviezel recalls.  "But I can go down with the ship.  If this is the one that takes me out, that's fine."

When Jim Caviezel first met Mel Gibson, he handed him a Christian tract, before he ever auditioned or was hired for the role.  

Lee Strobel recently questioned Mel Gibson about his own life.  Gibson said that there was a turning point in his life about twelve years ago. (When he first started thinking about doing this movie.)  Gibson apparently was suicidal, looking out the window on the fifteen story of a building.  

But I don't think it's about Mel Gibson or Jim Caviezel or their faith or where they are at in their walk with the Lord.  This finished film and the integrity of the message, is what has captured the attention of a lot of heavyweight evangelicals in this country.  They are signing off on this movie in droves.  

"After watching "The Passion of the Christ," I feel as if I have actually been there.  Every time I preach or speak about the cross, the things I saw on the screen will be on my heart and on my mind."                
- Billy Graham

"It is deeply moving, powerful, and disturbing.  A film that must be seen."

                                        
-  James Dobson, Chairman, Focus on the Family
"The Passion will stun audiences and create an incredible appetite for people to know more about Jesus.  I urge Christians to invite their spiritually seeking friends to see this movie with them."                     - Lee Strobel, author, The Case for Christ.

“Without question, this is the finest work that has ever been done on the subject.”



- Pat Robertson, Chairman and CEO, Christian Broadcasting Network

"Focus on the family applauds the Passion of the Christ and it is a film we will heartily recommend to our constituents."  

                                         - Donald Hodel, President and CEO, Focus on the Family
"I believe The Passion of the Christ may be one of the most powerful evangelistic tools of the last 100 years."            - Greg Laurie, Harvest Crusades
Why am I promoting this film to you men today?  A lot of you may have already heard everything that I have written.  But some of you have not.  

And every one of us dads, as leaders in our families, need to be looking at how we can be witnesses for our faith.  You have heard me repeat over and over that unless our youth are involved in speaking for their faith, we really can have little confidence that they will stand.  This movie represents a real opportunity for community families to witness in a gracious way to our friends and family.  And for fathers to take up the reins in this work.

Every youth and adult, probably most every family, in all of our churches, will see this movie.  We ought to take advantage of it for the Gospel.  

If all of our people each invited just one lost friend - who knows what might happen?  

Please encourage your people to bring somebody with them.  Families could easily invite whole families to join them.  And then we need to be open and sensitive to any opportunities to answer the questions, "Why?  Why did this man go through this much suffering?"

The pop diva Cher had this very same question after watching the film.  "Why did this man suffer in this way?  Why did they do that to him?”  

We can never preach about the cross too much.  It always impacts people.  

The film will be shown on over 2,000 screens.  (Braveheart opened on 2,035 screens.)  

And it will be very difficult to watch.  The torture depicted of our Lord’s suffering is real, and happened, and this is what He did for us.  Tim Cavanaugh, a fellow dad and pastor, attended a screening of the movie.  He said, “Let me say that the film is very intense.  It starts intense, remains intense, and ends intense.  It’s very accurate and moving and leaves people with the feeling that they’ve been there.  Mel Gibson wasn’t sure that folks under 13 should see it.  It is rated “R” for violence.  Lee Strobel suggested it is “R” for realism.”

Another thing we might pray about is whether we would want to have a message or two in our Sunday morning teaching schedule, devoted to answering the “Whys”, on the weeks that follow the premier.  Maybe on February 29th?  Or March 7th?  Or a series of messages?   Or how about preaching two “bookend” messages on the Sunday before and the Sunday after the film comes out?  One message sets the stage for getting out to see the movie and the other message answers the questions raised.   

Anyway, you can find out more about the movie by visiting the film’s web site, www.thepassionofthechrist.com.  

The film is being marketed through Outreach, the postcard people.  Some of our pastors know the men who started Outreach.  One of Outreach’s leaders goes to Saddleback, to church.  

You can contact these folks at www.thepassionoutreach.com or phone 1-800-991-6011.  They have a ton of ideas and you can read more.  

Mel Gibson is premiering this movie in two churches.  At Saddleback Community Church and at Willow Creek Community Church.  I know that a few of you men have gone already and some are planning to attend these premiers.

Anyway, I am praying that God blesses each of our churches and each of our families this winter and allows all of us to be used to see people come to know Christ as their Savior.

And that God helps each of us dads to be greater Faithwalkers in this new year.  

Rick Warren mentioned to Mel Gibson that it took a lot of courage for him to come out with the movie.  Gibson said that he was more afraid of not coming out with it, than by producing it.  He said he was “pushed” into it by God.

May we all be pushed this wintertime, to do something with our families, to advance God’s Kingdom.

If I can ever be of any service to you, your family or your faith, please let me know.  

I remain your servant.

Keep pressing,  Rick Whitney

P.S.  If you would like to invite another Dad to receive this “Dad’s Group” e-mail, you may forward this one to them and they can send me an e-mail requesting to join up.

( if you would rather not receive this occasional e-mail, just let me know.  You really won’t hurt my feelings.)

Have you visited our Dad’s web site?    Click here:    http://www.gcnwdads.com/

