Sunday December 16, 1990 Boo) A7

"GIFTS THAT JESUS GIVES US”

No. 3 in a series “The Gift of Faith”
Deuteronomy 6:4-9 1 John 4:/7-12

There was a man who got a telegram telling
him that a relative had died and left him
some valuable property. He was to go to
the Rapbi for details. Excited he went to
the Rabbi, cnly to be told that the relative
was Meses and the valuable property was the
Jewish religious tradition. The man went

away disappointed thet the gift was religious
W1sSdom and not downtown regal estate,

Religious wisdom from the past and one’s

personal faith which is built upon that inherited
wisdom can be an Important gift and legacy.
Someone recently told me & story about his
great-great-grandfather. In researching

nis family nistory he came across the will

of that great-great-grandfather whom he had

of course never met. He found the will 1In

a family album, on lined pages in a careful,
cursive hand. The first thing he noticec
was that this will had nothing to do witl
the distribution of funds or property. It
was wholly devoted to matters of moral, civic
and religious concerns, [t was a statement

of his most basic beliefs which he left as
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a2 gift to his children and those following,
What a gift to receive!

Can you think of any more challenging exercise than
setting down on paper those things you most deeply
believe, things you would wish your own children

and other loved ones to consider as guldes

for their own lives?

Ideally of course we shouldn’t have to write
such things down. Thomas Jefferson said,
"It 1s In our lives, and not our words, that
our religion must be read.”

Yet putting our basic bellefs Iinto a written
form, our statement of faith, can be a help
not only to those who follow but also to

b8, It's also risky. For then we can see
it what we say we believe is being lived

out in our day to day activities. And those
who read what we have written will also know
1T we are living out what we say we believe,

That's what the o6 books in the Bible are--

a written record of the faith and actions

of our relligious ancestors, he 66 books

are the gift of faith to us from our Jewish
ancestors and from Jesus and the earlyv church.

In one of the earliest books of the 0ld Testament,
Deuteronomy, we are reminded what our basic
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faith 1is and that we are to give this gift of
falth to thaséi who follow us. "“Hear O Isreal:
the Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall
love the Lord vour God with all your heart and
with all your soul and with all your might.

Keep these words today that I am commandi
vou In your heart. Reclite them to vour c

19

-

and talk about them when you are at home.”

1 ldren

Jesus received this gift of faith from the 01d

‘estament, from his parents, and from the religious

community of his time and then he gave 1t to
Us. Now it is our gift to continue to give.

1o be sure whether or not we write down our
values and beliefs or not, we cannot help but
pass them on to our children and others who

love us and know us. As I said in the first
sermon In this series, we are all the time giving

curse of g bad example.

S0 this Christmas I want to suggest that yol
consider giving the gift of your faith in the

form of a written legacy to those whom yo
That’s what I'm going to do. BY drawing

-

1

the gift of an example, and hopefully It is
the gift of a good example, rather than the

love.,
9

vour "faith/ethical” will vou will be challenged
to welgh and measure vour most precious legacy,

the truth by which you live., It will help vou
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ask and answer such questions as: W
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[ believe that whatever God creates 1s good.
God does not make junk. Therefore we human
beings are created good. Life is meant tc be
a blessing, It is God who glives life. There
is no place in all of creation where God 1is
not. God loves vyou whether vyou believe 1t or
not. God’s grace is there for all people, here
1S nothing we can do or need to do to earn God’s
love. It is freely given to all. It is there
for us to accept or not accept.

Being created as iree people with the power
of choice, we can foul things up and we do.

The religious word for it 1s "sin.” We sometimes
warship false gods. We can and do become agreedy,

hateful, jealous, envious and more. In fact

[ believe that today greed Is one of the most
destructive forces in the world. To put It
into Biblical words, "We all sin and fall short
of the Glorv of God.”

I believe that I can know and experience more
about God through the person of Jesus than in

any other way. I see In Jesus the incarnationr

of God’s gracious presence in a human being,

[ believe that Jesus lived the ideal human life.
[t was a life for others. He embraced the world
as God created 1t. He saw life as a blessing

and he lived life as a blessine., heé had a unique
relationship with Ged and became the channel

for the expression or spiritual powers no one
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had ever before dreamed of. Because of the
life, death and resurrection of Jesus we can
now all experience the spirit and power of GoG
1N a new way,

[ believe that God has so made creatlion that

we are all connected and relateag to each other
and to other parts of creation in wayvs that

we are now only beginning to understand. There
1S a wholeness, a unity in creation which we

do not always perceive. We are interdependent.
We need each other and we are meant to live

in community, to live in harmony with one &another
and With creation itself.

One of the mcst helpful ways to define sin from
o Christfan point of view in addition to what
[ sald earlier, is that sin 1s the refusal to
ccknoWledge and relatedness and connectedness,
Sin means to live as 1f we are separatea from
others, and therefore from God. The letter

of I gohn in the New Testament reminds us that
“IT we say we love God and hate another human
being, we are ligars.” Sin Is when we elevate
our independence and come tc think that we are
the only ones who are important, or when we
believe that we are better than others or that
God loves us more than someone else.

Delieve therefore that one of the greatest
single threats to our society today 1S what
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[ choose to call secular relativism, It's
difficult for manv human belings to be passionate

about life or to have a commitment to anvthing

other than their individual agendas,

The frulits of this kind of secular relativism
are rootlessness, greed and lack of 2 sense

of

the sacred. By rootlessness I mean that

too many people have no sense of their heritgage,

No

They are loners. I have already mentioned greec

G S
i

sense of beling conhected to anything or anvone,

being one of the most destructive forces
our culture, It means wanting to get all

[ can for myself In any way I can. People can

10
of
Ma

ny there 1S no sense of the holy. All vol
need to do is look at MTV. Everything is inverted.

longer savy "no” to themselves. By a lack
the sense of the sacred, I mean that for

That which 1s holy is profaned, and that which

'S

He
I

profane 1s made holy.

~e are some day to day applications of what

nelieve,

[ believe that the way we treat people 1s the
way we treat God. Being kind and compassionagte
towara others 1s the most Important of all.

—
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The Bible says this in many different ways.

he prophet Micah in the 0ld Testement puts

VEery succinctlv: "What does God reauire of

vou but to do justice and to love kindness and

W6

walk humbly with vour God."” I also believe
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that God judges us accordingly. Remember the
parable of the sheep and the goats which Jesus
w0ld as recorded in the Gospel of Matthew 25:31-
45, where the parable ends with Jesus saying,
"As you did it to one of the least of these
who are members of my family, you did it to
me."”

[ also believe that God expects us to be individuals
who use the reasoning powers God has given us.
Theretore my motto has been that of Tom Dooley
who sald, “Trust everyone, but cut the cards.”

Jesus said it in another wav, "Be wise as serpents
snd innocent a2c¢ doves.”

T

1 believe that people who live morally and ethically
good lives are hgppier than those who don’t.
[t's a natural by-product. Unfortunately in

our time, the message o1 our culture seems to

bz that goodness is boring. Glitz makes vou
lnown.  People 1ike Donald Trump make the cover
of magazines, but the family men or women who
[ive lives of monogamy and raise decent children
are rarely known and celebrated. Yet deep down
[ believe such good decent people are the truly
happy 0Nnes.,

[ believe that being a religious person forces
you to ask the big questions daily. Secular
life doesn’t., HReliglious people are used to
asking, "What is the purpose of 1ife? Why

am 1 here? Why 1Is there suffering? YWhat is
the meaning of salvation?” Religious people
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ask swoch questions and they are large questions
which help put one’s life In perspective. What
forces the secular person to ask to big guestions?
Nothine., Thelir questions are: “Where wlll
we dine tonieht? Will it be Italian or Chinese?”

hat’'s why I believe belonging to.:a church and
participating regularly in worship are so imaortant.
Thesg activities can help one see life In it

larger perspectives. Thevy remind us regularly
that there is more to life than paying the monthiy
bills, or making more money, or living In a

larger house, or wearing designer clothes. Being

reqgular in worship can help keep ullve a sense
cf the sacred ana what 1s holyvy,

i bellieve that life Is a process of continued
learning and that no matter how religious we
are or how many underdraduate or draduate degrees
wC have, we never arrive at the point where

vwe have all the truth. In that regard, here
are two quctations I hope you will commit to
nemory, G.K. Chesterton said, “A heretic 1is
not a person who denies the truth, but a persor
who knows part of the truth and thinks it is
the whole truth.” And Dr. Lewis Thomas wrote,
"The dreatest of &ll the accomplishments of
20th century science has been the discovery

of human ignorance.”

[ believe life can best be described metaphorically
as g journey, a pilgrimage, We never completely
arrive in this life. There is alwavys more to




Page 10
learn, more to do, more to experience. It also
means that to live boldly is to suffer. If
you want to live a pain-free life, 1If you devote
your lifeito avolding pain and suffering, you
will avold growing. Growth and pain are two
sides of the same coin. Thlis does not mean
thet one 1s to consciously seek out suffering,
but you have to stop trving simply to avoid
1t. As the Bible says, "Suffering produces
enaurance, endurance preduces character and
character produces hope.”

[ believe that no one can live without hope.

[ further believe that there are many things
and events In which we can see a reason for

hope. God has given us a seed-like presence

of that which is hoped for. For example, In
the seed of a tree, the stem and leaves are
already present, and this gives us the right

to sow the seed In hope for the frulit. We have
no absolute assurance that it will develop:

But our hope 1s genuine., There 1s a presence,
2 beginning of what is hoped for,

I'n the same way we can have hope for a lasting
love, because we feel the power of this love
bresent., But 1t 1S hope, not certainty. |
nave hope that God’s love will prevail over
all other forces because [ continually see the

seeds of God’'s love at work in the world, I

believe therefore that the reign of Ged does
not come in one dramatic event sometime in the
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future, It 1s coming here and now in every
act of love, In every manifestation of truth,
In every moment of joy, 1n every experience
of the holy.

[ also believe each one of us has the right

to hope for our personal participation in eternal
lite, We begin to experience the presence of

the eternal 1n us and 1n our world here and

NOW . We experlence 1t 1n moments of sllence

and 1n nours of creativity. We experience it

101 the ecstasy of love. Ve experience It when

ve discover a lasting truth and feel the need

for a dregt sacrifice.,

We experience & taste of the eternal in the
moments In which we feel: this Is a holy place,
a holy thing, a holy person, a holy time; it
transcends the ordinary experience. This 1S

the basis for my hope for eternal life. And
when I remember the birth of Jesus at Christmas,
his death on Good Friday and resurrection on
Faster, I point to the most powerful examples
of the same experilence. May this be your hope

too. Amen.




