Practice, Practice, Practice

Musicians and sports players have something in common.  They all know the importance of practice.  The basketball player who wants to improve his free throw shooting will put in time shooting the ball over and over from the free throw mark.  The baseball player who wishes to improve his game will practice hitting the ball and catching pop flies.  The musician who wants to improve will play a tune over and over trying to get it just right.  When I was a teenager I played guitar in a band.  Our group would meet two or three times a week for practice in the basement of my parent’s home.  Looking back now, I marvel at my parents’ tolerance as the decibel level of the sound coming forth from the basement was just below that of a sonic boom.  Mom always liked to ask me if we were trying to wake the dead.  After a while our band improved enough to begin playing out at a couple of different clubs.  We took our musical ‘talents’ to places like ‘The Green Frog’, or ‘The Drumstick’.  Over time the band members began to disperse, some taking ‘real’ jobs, others going to college and the band days were quickly over.

However, I have found that the concept of practice is a useful principle that has life long application. In fact, many have discovered that growth and progress in the Christian life quite regularly flows from an individual setting aside time to practice the spiritual disciplines.  

One man who went by the title Lt. General William Harrison believed this to be true.  Harrison was the most decorated soldier in the 30th infantry division of the US Army during WW II.  He received nearly every award possible; The Distinguished Service Cross, the Silver Star, Bronze Star for Valor, and the Purple Heart – being one of the few generals who were wounded in action.  He also served during the Korean War and was President Eisenhower’s choice to lead the diplomatic negotiations to end the conflict.

Harrison was a man of accomplishment and he also was a man of deep faith and godliness.  When he was a 20 year old West Point cadet he began a practice of Bible reading that he continued throughout his entire life.  He would read through the Old Testament Scriptures once every year and the New Testament 4 times a year.  At the age of 90 when his eyesight began to fail he had read through the Old Testament 70 times and the New Testament 280 times.  He also served the army in another way; for 18 years he led the OCF - the Officers Christian Fellowship.

Why would someone with as active and busy a life as Harrison discipline himself to read the Bible so regularly?  The answer is found in the words of the Apostle Paul to young Timothy: ‘Discipline yourself for the purpose of godliness.’  [I Tim. 4:7]  Harrison was a man who knew that if he wanted to grow spiritually and discover all that God had for him in this life, he had better not neglect the practice of reading the Bible.

If someone wants to play the violin, they must discipline themselves to practice the instrument.  Musical skill is never developed through good intentions or wishful thinking.  A key ingredient is always that of practicing the instrument.  If someone desires to have the character trait of godliness, they must discipline themselves to do the things which will produce that kind of character; prayer, Scripture reading, church attendance, fellowship with other Christians, volunteering to serve others in some capacity.  When such practices are undertaken in reliance upon the Holy Spirit and flow from a lively faith in Jesus Christ they will most certainly produce the fruit of godly character.

