
Sunday December 16, 1990 

"GIFTS THAT JESUS GIVES US" 

No. 3 in a series "The Gift of Faith'' 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9 l John 4:7-12 

There was a man who got a telegram telling 

him that a relative had died 8nd left him 

some· valuable property. 

t t1 e Rabb i f o r de ta i 1 s . 

�e WcJs to go to 

Excited he went to 

the Rabbi, onl·Y to be told thJt the relative 

was Mo-ses and the valuable property was the 

Jev1ist1 religious ·tr�adition. The man v�ent 

aWJY dis8PP□inted thnt the gift was religious 
wtsdom ana not downtown renI estate. 

Religious wisdom from the past and one 's 

personal faith which is built upon that inherited 

wisdom can be D.n important gift and legacy. 

Someone recent 1 y to 1 d me a sto r), about h i·s 

g rea·t-g rea t-g r andf cJ tr1e r. In researching 

his family history he came across the will 

of tt1at g reat-g reat-g randf a the r \t�hom he had 

of course never met. He found the will in 

a family album, on lined pages ih a careful, 

cursive hand. The first thing he noticed 

was that this will had nothing to do with 

tt1e distribution of funds or property. It 

was wholly devoted to matters of moral, civic 

and religious cor1cerns. It was a statement 

of t1is most basic beliefs i1t1ich he left as 
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8 g i ft to h i s ch i 1 d re n and t t·1 o s e f o 11 o v� i n g . 

What a gift to receive! 

Can you think of any more challenging exercise than 

setting down on paper those things you most deeply 

believe, thing.s you would wish your own children 

and other loved ones to consider 8S guides 

for their own lives? 

Ideally of course we shouldn 't have to write 

such things down. Thomas Jefferson said, 

"It is in our lives, and not our words, that 

our religion must be read." 

Yet putting our basic beliefs Into a written 

form, our statement of faith, can be a help 

not only to those who follow but 8lso to 

us. It's also risky. For tt1en we can see 

if what we say we believe is being lived 

out in our day to duY activities. And those 

who read what we h8Ve written will Jlso know 

if we are living out what we say we believe. 

Th,Jt' s v�t·1at the 66. books in the Bible are--

a written record of the faith and actions 

of our reliaious Jncestors. The 66 books 

nre the gift of foith to us from our Jewish 

ancestors and from Jesus Jnd the early church. 

In one of the earliest books of the Old TestJment, 

Deuterono�y, we are reminded wh□t our b8sic 
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faith is and that we are to give this gift of 

fa i th to th d s e I" who f o 11 o �A

1 -us . ,, He a r O I s re a I : 

the Lord is our God, the Lord alone. You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart and 

with all your soul and with all your might. 

Keep these words today th�t I am commanding 

you in your heart. Recite them to your children 

and tJlk nbout them when you nre at home. '' 

Jesus received this gift of fnith from the Old 

Testament, from his pnre.nts, and from the religious 

commun i tY of his _ti me und then he gave it to 

us. Now it is our gift to continue to give. 

To 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 cJr1d kr1ow us . . As I said in tt1e first 

sermo11 in this series, v·�e are all the time giving 

the gift of Dn example, and hopefully it is 

tl1e gift of D good e)(cJmple, rather than tl1e 

curse of n bad · example. 

So this Christmas I want to suggest that you 

consider giving the gift of your faith in the 

form of a written legacy to those whom you love. 

That 1 s what I 'm going· to do. By drawing up 

your "faith/ethical" will YOU Will be challenged 

to weigh and measure your most precious legacy, 

the truth by which you live. It will help YOU 
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ask nnd answer such questi-ons as: What am I 

living for? Wt1at would I die for? How do I 

rank faith, love, friendship, knowledge, duty, 

money, success, and kindness, knowing thnt often 

they conflict with one another? What is the 

purpose of life? And of deJth? 

Here ther1 is my person81 statement of faith 

ns it exists in De-cember 1990 . It is my gift 

to you, dear members nnd friends of this congre­

gation and also my gift to my children 8nd their 

spouses, my grandchildren and any others who 

ne interested. Believing that we-continue to 
grow in foith ond knowledge and in our experience 

. 
. 

of the presence of God, I reserve_the right 

to alter Jr1d ·add to tl1iG v�i 11 Jnd ·testame11t 

as the years pass. 

To begin, I belie\te tt1at ther�e is one God VJho 

creJted all tha-t is Jnd that God continues to 

create. It is ·an ongoing process. The best 

��ay I c8n describe God using words is that God 

is a loving� forgiving presence. God is the 

power of love at-work in all of creation. I 

bel-ieve therefore tt1at love is th-e rnost pov�e,-ful 

force in the universe. When we love then God's 

powe·r, God 's love flows through us. When we 

forgive, then again God's power flows through 

us. \:Jher1 vJe ht3te, i�t1en v4e are unforgi,;ing then 

�od's love and power does not flow through us. 

i!Je become ir1 elect·rical terms an insulator, 

r8ther than a conductor. 
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I believe that whatever God creates is good. 

God does not make Junk. Therefore we human 

beings are created good. Life is mear1t to be 

a blessing. It is God who gives life. There 

is no pla-ce in all of creation where God is 

not. God loves you whether you believe it or 

not. God's gr8ce is there for all people. There 

is 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 uccept or not accept. 

Being created as free people w·ith tl1e p·ovJer 

of choice, we can foul things up and we do. 

The religious word for it is nsin.n We sometimes 

worship f�lse .gods. We can and do become gteedy, 

.hateful, jealous, envious and more. In fact 

I be 1 i eve that today greed is orie of the most 

de s t r u ct i v·e f o r c e s i n the vl o r 1 d . To p LI t i t 

into Biblic8l words, nwe all sin �nd fall short 

of the G 1 o-rY 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 incarnJtior. 

of God's gracious presence ir1 n humnn being. 

I believe tt1at JesLJS l_ived tt1e ideal human life. 

It �1as a life for others. ·He embraced the v�1orld 

as God cre8ted it. He saw -life as a blessing 

c1r1d he lived life as a blessing. l-:e had a ut1ique 

relation5hiP with Gcd and became th·e chnnnel 

for the e>(press·ion- of spi ri tua-1 po\�1ers no or1e 
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t1,1d e·ver before dreamed of. Because of the 

life, death and resurrection of Jesus we cnn 

now Jll experier1ce the spirit and power of God 

1 n a n e �, v'J a y . 

I believe that God has so made creatior, that 

we are oll connected and related to each other 

and to other parts bf creation in ways that 

v,e a re nov·J on 1 y ·beginning to unde rstar1d .. The re 

is a wholeness, a unity in creation VJhich we 

do not 21 v.1c.1y s perceive.. \1Ie n re in te rdependen t .  

\;Je r1eed euch other und v�1e Jre mear1t to I i\,.e 

in community,· to live in harmon·y with one another 

and vl·i tt1 c reDt 1 on 1 tse 1 f. 

One of the most helpful ways to define sin from 

a ch r i s t i"' a n po i n t of v i e v-1 i n. add i t i on to w h c1 t 

I s a i d e cl r 1 i e r , i s that s i n i s t h-e ref us a 1 to 

rcknowledge and relntedness ond connectedness. 

Si r1 means to 1 i ve JS if  we c1 re sepJ rcJted from 

others, und therefore from God. The letter 

of I John in the New TestJment reminds us that 

"If we-say-we love God and hste 8nother human 

being, vJe a re 1 itc1 rs.'' Sin is v�hen we e 1 evntE:� 

our independence Gnd come to -think th8t we are 

the only ones who are importJnt, or when we 

believe that we 8re better than others or that 

God loves-us more than someone else. 

I believe therefore that one of the greatest 

single threats to our society today is what 
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I choose to call secular relativism. I t 's 

difficult for manY human beings to be passionate 

about life or to have a commitment to anything 

other than their individual agendas. 

The fruits of this kind of seculJr relJtivism 

are rootlessness, greed and lack of a sense 

of the sacred. By rootlessness I mean thJt 

too mnny people h8ve no sense of tt1-eir heritnge, 

no sense of being connected to 8nYthing or anyone .. 

They a re 1011e rs. I have a 1 ·ready mentioned greed 

JS being one of the most destructive forces 

ir1 our culture. It means \"!anting to get all 

I cnn for myself in any way I can. People can 
r10 longer say "no" to themselves. By a lack 

of tt1e sense of tt1e sacred, I meurl that for 

mar1y there is no sense of the holy. All you 

need to do is look Jt MTV. Everything is inverted. 

That which is holy is profar1ed, and that which 

is profane is mGde holy. 

Here are some day to day applications of what 

I believe. 

I believe thnt the way we trent people is the 

W8Y we treat God. Being kind nnd compnssi.or1nte 

toward others is the most important of 811. 

The Bible SDYS this in many different ways. 

The oropl-1et �1i'cal1 in the Old _Test8ment puts 

i t v e r y s u cc i r1 ct 1 )' : '' vi hat does God re q u i re of 

you but to do Justice and to love kindness and 

to walk humbly with your God." I also believe 
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thut God j u·dges us Deco rd i rig 1 y. .Remember the 

P8rnble of the sheep and the goats which Jesus 

�c1 l d as recorded in the Gospe 1 of Matthew 25: 31-

45, where the parable ends with Jesus saying, 

''As you did i t  to one of the least of these· 

who nre members of my fJmilY, you did it to 

n1e . '' 

\ 

I ulso believe that God expects us to be individu8ls 

who use the reasoning powers God h8s given us. 
. : 

Therefore my motto has been that of Tom Dooley 

who said, ''Trust everyone, but cut tt1e cards." 

Jesus·s8id it in another way. "Be wise as serpents 
and innocent ns doves." 

I be 1 i eve tt1cJt pe-op 1 e v1t10 -1 i ve mo re 1 I y and ett·1 i co 1 1  y 

good· lives Jre happier thnn those who don 't. 

I t 's a natural by-product. Unfortunntely in 

our time, the message of our culture seems to 

b2 that goodness is boring, Glitz makes you 

l:r1own. Peop 1 e 1 i ke Doria 1-d Trump make the co\'e r 

of mag8zines, but the family men or women who 

live lives of monognmy on·d. rnise dec�nt children 

Jre rJrely knov�n and celebrated. Yet deep do\"1n 

I believe such good decent people are the truly 

h8PPY ones. 

I believe thDt being a religious person forces 

you to nsk the big questions daily. Secular 

life doesn't. Religious people are used to 

asking, 11Ht1at is the purpose of life? ��hY 

am I here? Why is there suffering? What is 

the mear1ing of salvJtion?'' Religious people 
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as& sscb qoestions and they are large questions 

which help put one 's life i·n p·erspective. \tJhat 

forces the secular person to ask to big questions? 

Noth i n g . The i r quest i on s a re : '' \tJ he re v� i 11 

we d i he to r1 i g ht? W i 1 1  i t be I ta 1 i an o r Ch i n es e? 11 

Tt1at 's ��hy I believe belongin•g to.\�J; !churoh\!and 

participating regularly ir1 worship are so important. 

These activities can help one see life in its 

l8rger perspectives. They remind us regulDrly 

that there is more to life than payir1.g the monthly 

bills, or making more mor1ey, or living in a 

larger house, or wearing designer clothes. Being 

regular in worship can help keep alive 8 sense 
of tt1e sacred ar1d v�hat is hol�'. 

I believe that life is a process of contir1ued 

learning a1
A

1d that no mntter how religious we 

are or how many undergrad·uate or graduate degrees 

�e h·ave, we never arrive at the point where 
' ' 

\Jle have a 11 tl1e truth. In that reg a rd, ·he re 

�re two quot8tior1s I hope . you will commit to 

memory.· G. K. Chesterton said, nA heretic is 

not a person wl10 denies the truth, but a person 

i�t10 kno\1s part of tl1e truth and thir1ks it is 

the whole truth. n And Dr. Lewis Thomss wrote, 

nThe gre8test of oll the accomplishments of 

20th century science has been the discovery 

of hurnan ignorance. n 

I believe life can best be described metaphorically 

as 8 j o·urr1ey, c1 pilgrimage� V-Je r1ever completel)' 

arrive in tf1is life. There is cllways more to 
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learn, more to do, more to experience. 

means that to live boldly is to suffer. 

It also 

If 

you want to live a pain-free life, if you devote 

your life·�·�t�o 8Voidin·g P8ir1 snd suffering, you 

will avoid growing. Growth and pain Jre two 

sides of the same coin. This-·does not mean 

tt12t one is to consciously seek out suffering, 

but you have to stop trying simply to avoid 

i t . As t t1 e B i b 1 e s J .y s , 
11 

Su ff e r i n g p rod u c es 

endurJnce, endurance produces chsracter and 

char8cter produces hope." 

I believe that no·one can live without hope. 

I further believe that there are many things 

and events in which we c8n see a reason for 

t1ope. God has given us a seed·-like preser1ce 

of that which is hoped for. For example, in 

the seed of a tree, the stem and leJves are 

alre8dY present, nnd this gives us the ri ght 

to sow the seed in hope for the fruit. We t1ave 

110 absolute assurar1ce thnt it will develop� 

But our hope is ger1uine. There is J presence, 

n beginning of what is hoped for. 

Ji1 the sume v1cJY we can hove hope for u lastir1g 

love, because we feel the power of this love 

present. But it is hope, not certainty. I 

have hope th8t God's love will prevJil over 

all other forces because I continusllY see the 

seeds of God's love at work in the wo-rld. I 

believe therefore thJt the reign of God does 

11ot corne i r1 or1e d rJmcJt i c event sometime i r1 the 
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future. It is coming here and now in every 

Jct of love, in every manifestation of truth, 

in every moment of Joy, in every experience 

of the holy. 

I ulso believe euch one of us has the right 

to hope for our personcJl partic·ipation in eternal 

life. \·le.begin to e,<perience the· presence of 

the eternnl in us and in our world here and 

novJ. - VJe e�(pe r i ence it in moments of s i 1 ence 

and i r1 ho·urs of .c.reativity. iJe e)cperience ·it 

in the ecstasy of love. We experience it when 

vJe discover cJ lcisting truth c1nd feel the need 

for a great sacrifice. 

Vie experience 8 taste of the etern8l in the 

moments in which we feel : this is a holy place, 

a holy thing, � holy person, a holy time; it 

tr8nscends the ordinDrY experience. This is 

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 

Easter > I point to the most powerful ex8mples 

of the sume experience. May this be your hope 

too. Amer1 . . 


