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	God is “the same yesterday, today and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). Everything God is and does demonstrates his constancy and consistency—the flow of the seasons year after year, the coming of every new day, the utter reliability of his promises. God is always there, always working for our good, always working to sustain and maintain this world in which we live.
	We are all greatly affected by our environment. Too many days of darkness and dreariness will depress even the most positive and cheerful among us. On the other hand, a bright, clear spring day lightens our steps and lifts our spirits! The same is true of the places we live. How do you feel when you arrive home only to be greeted by dirty dishes all over the counter and in the sink, piles of dirty laundry in every room, unmade beds and filthy bathrooms? I don’t know about you, but just the thought of this scene makes me feel burdened and depressed. We do not have to live like this, and in fact, disciples must not live like this! The real challenge, however, is not the great, inevitable clean-up; it is to keep it clean. 

A Change of Mind and Heart
	In my early years I certainly did not do much to imitate God in my personal surroundings. My unfortunate college roommate put up with a total slob, and even my husband, during our first years of marriage, must have been quite frustrated by my lack of order and neatness. Even an “eye for color” and some ability to decorate didn’t do much good when it was surrounded by chaos! Of course, even in my most undisciplined,messy years, I did occasionally  “clean up” and “clean out.” But the order was short-lived because I didn’t consistently live with order and discipline in my life!
	As the years have gone by, however, I have become more convicted of God’s desire for order and discipline. As God’s child, everything in my life is a reflection of God himself! What a privilege and what an incredible challenge! My home is my little bit of creation, and the way I keep it speaks volumes about my view of God, of myself, and of my family and guests.
	Most of us are able to at least straighten up our homes, apartments or rooms. Perhaps we do it under the duress of expected company, or maybe we have just reached the point of, “I can’t stand this mess any longer!” The frustration comes because, once we have everything cleaned up, we cannot seem to keep it that way. The great challenge is to keep a home that is clean and neat while still allowing those who live there the freedom to do just that—live! We are a people of extremes: We either don’t care enough about creating homes that are neat, clean and attractive, or we are obsessed with the state of our surroundings, becoming selfish, greedy and unloving. God made a beautiful world and he keeps it that way. Why? So we can live in it and enjoy it. So should be the state of our personal surroundings, our homes!
	I asked my children how they felt about having a clean house. They talked about how important it was for them to be able to bring their friends to a neat and attractive home. We tend to think children don’t care about these things, but in fact, they do. Their friends have often commented that our home seemed so nice and “cleaned up.” My children also went on to describe how they felt when they visited other people’s homes that were messy or dirty. They all expressed embarrassment for their friends and their friends’ families.
	Once we are convinced that cleanliness and order should be maintained on a consistent, daily basis, what are some of the practical things we can do to bring this about? 

Every Day

	Make your bed first thing in the morning! It’s amazing how much nicer a bedroom can look by just making the bed. It only takes a few minutes, but it is one of those things that is hard to get back to once the day begins. 
	When the children were young I usually put only a fitted bottom sheet on their beds. Since each had a blanket they used at night, they only had to fold it and pull up a bedspread to make their beds. This was a part of their morning routine. 

	Keep the kitchen cleaned up and uncluttered. Get into the habit of cleaning up after every meal. Keep dishes washed and put away or rinsed and in a dishwasher whenever they are used, and teach your entire family to do the same. Teach everyone to clean “as they go,” keeping crumbs and spills wiped and swept up. Does the microwave need cleaning or the stove top wiping? Do these things when you notice them; it takes about thirty seconds when we do them as we go.
	I keep only a few decorative things on my kitchen counters. Everything else has its own place. Have you ever really looked at the small appliances that are probably covering your counter space? Most of them are certainly not very attractive, they are quite bulky, and we really do not use them as often as we might think. The only appliance I leave out is my coffeemaker. Everything else I store in convenient, out-of-sight places: under counters or in drawers. This goes a long way toward making a kitchen look clean and in order. 

	Straighten up before you go to bed. Pick up the little odds and ends still lying around at the end of the day: children’s toys, cast-off shoes and unhung jackets. There is nothing worse than greeting a fresh new day with clutter and confusion. It makes me feel burdened and overwhelmed before the day has really even begun!

	Don’t forget the dirty clothes. For those with small families, laundry may not be a tremendous burden and can be done once or twice a week. However, for those with larger families the laundry can be one of the most overwhelming tasks of the week. As soon as everything is finally washed, dried, folded and put away, several more loads appear out of nowhere! These suggestions may help:

	Teach everyone to bring their dirty clothes, sheets or towels to a laundry room or designated place at the end of the day. 
	Start a load of wash first thing in the morning and sort out the next load. 

	Folding clothes is a great job for older children, especially when they are sitting and watching television. Teach them to fold and put the clean clothes and laundry in the appropriate rooms. 

Every Week

	Get rid of the dust and dirt. Most houses need a good dusting once a week and a thorough vacuuming once or twice a week. Keep up with it and it’s a breeze; let it go and it’s miserable. 

	Clean those bathrooms! Bathrooms that are cleaned well once a week tend to stay clean and don’t take nearly the time to clean as those that are only dealt with when the slime of mildew and the scum of neglect have begun to grow.
	Again, teach everyone to clean and wipe up as they go: dirty clothes should be taken to the laundry basket, towels hung, toothbrushes and toothpaste put away, floors swept. As in the kitchen, organize so that very little is left out on the counters and everything has a specific storage place.
	
	If you need help, get it. Maintaining a home is a challenge to the most disciplined among us! Keeping a clean home seems next to impossible for mothers who juggle both families and jobs. Professional help every week or two for those who can afford it can take a tremendous pressure off a busy family. And even though a professional cleaning service is not in many of our budgets, there is still a way to get help. I have often hired an older high school student or a college student to clean for two or three hours each week. It takes a load off of me to have my bathrooms thoroughly cleaned and my house dusted. If she has time, she may run the vacuum cleaner. When those things are done, I can keep up with the rest fairly comfortably. I pay her more than she can make babysitting or even at a minimum-wage job, so it’s worth it for her, and yet I still pay less than I would pay a cleaning service. 

Every So Often

Get rid of the things you don’t need and use. Several years ago when we moved to North Carolina, we had to store most of our belongings while we lived temporarily in a small apartment. “Temporary” turned out to be nearly a year. Some of the stored things we really needed and missed, but I was truly amazed at how many things we never missed at all. When we finally did move into our home, I didn’t want to crowd it with all the “things” we didn’t need. We had several garage sales, sold items in the newspaper, gave things away, and finally just threw away large amounts of clutter. My rule of thumb is: If you haven’t used it, worn it, or looked at it for close to a year, toss it. You’ll never miss it! It is uncanny; we can regularly pare down our possessions, but they always seem to “grow back.” Several times a year, I go through closets and cabinets searching for what is outgrown, never used, worn-out or broken. My children and husband have sometimes thought me to be a bit heartless as I threw away rubber-band balls, torn-up T-shirts, two-year-old schoolwork, paper-clip chains, fossilized Halloween candy, and various other sentimental items, but even God declares that “there is a time to keep and a time to throw away” (Ecclesiastes 3:6)!

Everyone Helps

	As I have often told my children, “We all live here, we all make the mess, so we all clean it up.” It is amazing how much easier it is to maintain a home when everyone helps. Children can do much more than we often expect of them, and it is important for them to learn to be responsible and to do things well. From a young age children can be taught where toys belong and be expected to put them there. Older children can do many things, from keeping their own rooms clean and straightened, to doing the dishes and cleaning up the kitchen, folding clothes, dusting and vacuuming. (Just remember that they are not slaves or indentured servants, but rather loved and cherished members of a family!)
	Put these things into practice and watch as chaos begins to subside, laughter is restored, and even your blood pressure returns to normal! As you begin to enjoy the results of these changes, however, be careful that the pendulum does not swing too far in the other direction! Just as I once was irresponsible and undisciplined, which was reflected in my surroundings, I now struggle with a different problem: I sometimes care too much about our home’s appearance. God’s world reflects his heart of love, and my home also expresses my heart. I therefore want it to be a testament of my love and care for people, rather than a mirror of frustration and impatience. Unfortunately, developing this balance is much easier said than done. 
	There are a few things that I have had to accept and continually remember about the work of running a home and a household:
			
			1. It will never be all done.
			2. It will never be perfect. 
			3. It will never stay that way.

Accept these facts, and it will be so much easier to relax and enjoy life! 
[bookmark: _GoBack]	Our homes are for living and living is for people. We must not ever forget that. One day our children will be grown and gone. Yes, they will remember and appreciate all the ways we physically took care of them and met their needs (probably more than they do now). But above all, they will remember and cherish the things we did together in our homes: the laughter, the hugs, the jokes, the good times. They will remember the family times more than the family room, the bedtime talks and stories more than the bedroom, and the meal times together more than the meals themselves. The same is true of all those who will have come through our homes. The love and joy they experienced there will be remembered long after the messes are cleaned up and order is restored. If I could add a verse on to 1 Corinthians 13, God’s chapter on love, it would be: “If I am able to clean my house until it shines and polish it until it sparkles, but have not love, it is no more than an empty shell and is worth nothing!”  
	Let us, therefore, imitate our awesome Creator and loving Father by reflecting in our own tiny pieces of creation the love, compassion and beauty he has lavished upon us. 




