August 1, 2010
Seeking Things Above

Colossians 3:1-11
          I don’t often do this, but I am going to ask for a show of hands.  How many of you have ever been to church camp, not just our presbyterial church camp, but any church related camp?  I know that camping is not for everyone, but I absolutely love it!  I actually started going to church camp when I was about 4 or 5 years old.  I could go because both of my parents liked to work in church camp and the presbytery provided a camping program for “pre-campers”, that would be the children of the staff members.  We had our own curriculum and activities but we were allowed to stay in the bunks near our parents.  I loved it then, and I love going to camps even to this day.  I must admit though, that I am finding it harder and harder to give up my bed for a few days to sleep on those uncomfortable bunk beds.
          As much as I enjoy going to camp, I have to laugh every time I hear someone refer to camp as a vacation.  So, for those of you who have never been to camp, or at least not in recent years, let me give you an idea of camp life.  My day usually begins around 6:30 a.m., so that I can get a shower before the rest of the cabin awakens to start the mad dash for a shower before breakfast.  Then as I am getting other folks awakened for their turn in the shower, I usually look back over my curriculum for the day’s small group to make sure that I am ready to teach.  Somewhere in the midst of all that, I try to make time for my own Bible reading and morning prayers.  After breakfast, we have some type of morning assembly which takes us to small group meeting time.  Those things last until lunch.  In the afternoon, there is usually some type of class or activity, for which I may or may not have direct responsibilities.  The rest of the afternoon is recreation, which allows campers to choose their own type of entertainment, swimming, sporting events, cards, etc.  If I am lucky, I might find time to squeeze in a nap before supper.  After supper, we have worship, followed by quiet time, one of my favorite times of the day and evening recreation, which typically lasts until cabin time with lights out somewhere between midnight and twelve thirty, if we can get them to quiet down for sleep, before it all starts over again the next day.  See why I say it is not a vacation.  Even though it is that kind of physically exhausting, I love it!
          When I read this scripture passage for today, I realized why I love camp so much.  I love it because, at its best camp is about helping young people to do exactly what this passage is recommending.  Our theme for Camp WOW this week was, “You are the Potter, I am the Clay.”  This passage from Colossians 3 is full of sound advice about how to become serious about living the Christian faith.  Paul told those Christians that in order to live the resurrected life, one must ACT like it has changed them.  He told them not to just shuffle along through life, absorbed by the things of this world, but to look up and keep their eyes focused on things above.  It sounds so simple, but we all know that it isn’t.
          I cannot tell you how many conversations I had this past week with young people who felt as though God was not involved in their lives.  They felt like God did not really care what was going on with them.  Some of them said that they had felt God’s presence when they made their profession of faith, but they just felt like God was no longer as close to them as when they accepted Jesus.  Our camp theme was perfect for what I heard going on in the lives of young people.  We started out by acknowledging our brokenness, and then we claimed the forgiveness offered to us through the grace of God in the sacrifice of Jesus.  We talked about our need to establish meaningful relationships, with God and with others, and then we talked about the importance of living a life of righteousness, or commitment to Christ as a disciple.
          I heard some of the most gut wrenching stories of brokenness as young people shared from their hearts.  They were so very brave and courageous to share openly their pain, and I will be praying for each of them as they strive to deepen their relationship with Christ in an attempt to heal their brokenness.  I heard painful stories of neglect and verbal abuse, stories of families torn apart by alcoholism or drug addiction, stories of searching for love and affirmation in all the wrong places.  But the most amazing thing was that all of these stories were just a microcosm of what is going on in our world.  I heard only 20 or so of the 350 camp participants and that does not even begin to scratch the surface of the pain that must be in all our neighborhoods.  We never know what goes on behind closed doors, even the ones next door to us.
          But Paul reminds us that our hope in the midst of times like these is still the same, our only hope is in Christ Jesus and the resurrected life which we find in him.  Apart from him, life is filled with misery and pain, but with him we find new life, true life.  Paul says that wallowing in the old life and focusing our energy on the ways of this world will do nothing but bring us heartache and pain.  As a matter of fact, he recommends killing off the old way of death, because he said that life focused on the ways of this world is shaped by things and feelings, neither of which can ever truly satisfy us.  Paul understood that the only way to rise above the struggles of this world is to fix our eyes on Jesus and to stay focused on things above.  Jesus has shown us a better way, and according to Paul, gets frustrated to the point of anger, when we fall back into the ways of the world rather than staying focused on things above.  
          Okay, Paul, so we see where you are going with this now, but did you have to take it so far?  Did you have to say that when we take on the cloak of Christ we have to put off all of the former ways of separating ourselves from one another?  We really like being able to pigeon hole others into their place so that we can stay in our own comfort zone.  We like to be able to separate our worlds into us and them, insiders and outsiders, Christian and Unchristian, Democrat and Republican, Texans and the Less fortunate.  Okay, so you are listening!  The point is that when we set our sights on Christ, when we claim the name Christian, none of those other labels should matter.  The only thing we need to focus on is how to be more Christ-like and how to get out the good news, so that more people can become a part of the Christian family.  The goal, according to Paul, is for everyone to become a part of God’s family.  If we will focus our energy there, we will not have time to worry about any of the other things of this world.  If we put on the garments of Christ, we can burn those old clothes that kept us trapped in the ways of this world.  
          So, on this first Sunday of August in 2010, we need to remember where our eyes need to stay fixed.  We need to remember the words of our first hymn, “Seek ye first the kingdom of God and His righteousness, and all these things shall be added unto you.”  As we come to this table, I am reminded that it is not only young people at church camp who need to know that Christ is with them, we all need that reminder, and I can think of no better reminder that this feast we are about to share.  May we be strengthened in the receiving, so that we might better keep our focus on things above, God’s kingdom and Christ’s reign.
          And to God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.
