August 29, 2010

The Sacrifice of Praise

Hebrews 13:1-8, 15-16
Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever. Isn’t that a wonderfully reassuring statement? We live in a world with so much change, and some of us are better able to adapt to those changes than others of us are. As a matter of fact, some of us have to be dragged through the changes in our lives kicking and screaming. When I was a student at Bethel College in the mid-eighties, most people were jumping on the bandwagon with computers, if for no other purpose, than for word processing. My U. S. History professor, Dr. Potts, sat in class one day with a big, cheesy grin on his face, holding high his gold number two pencil, and proudly proclaimed, “This is all the computer that I will ever need.” Then several years later, while I was serving Pine Tree C.P. Church in Trinity Presbytery, there was a rather active debate on the floor of presbytery over the importance of the presbytery purchasing a computer for the stated clerk to use, so that his job might be streamlined and simplified. Our wonderful clerk, Bob Knauth, stood up and kindly thanked the presbytery for their generous offer, but informed them that if they wanted a computer savvy clerk, they would need to search for a new clerk, because his Big Chief Tablet and Number Two Pencil were his computational tools of choice. We laughed at ourselves for debating about the purchase of a computer for someone who had no intentions of using it. As I said, not everyone adjusts to changes well; perhaps you know someone like that or look at that person in the mirror on a regular basis.
But the good news for the faithful is that Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today and forever. Jesus never changes. That means that the very foundation of our faith, the model for our lives is solid bedrock. That has to be reassuring and comforting to those who are so resistant to change, and even for those who embrace change a little more easily.
As a matter of face, the constancy of Christ and the consistency of God to be with us always inspire us to live boldly. If we can ever learn how to let go of everything else in this life, we can even live so boldly as to be unafraid. Now that is a huge leap of faith for those of us who give lip service to turning things over to God, but who have a tendency to hold on to them just in case God needs our help or because we are afraid that those things won’t work out the way we want them to be. Fear is such a huge part of life in this world. We live in a world where people can become crippled by their fears and where others use our fears against us to keep us where they want us. While there are legitimate fears, there are also fears that are unfounded. 
We all know that this world has become a pretty scary place, not that it hasn’t always been, but we are just so much more aware of some of the frightening things in our world because everything is so accessible on the television or the internet. We don’t have to hypothesize to realize some of the scary things that can happen in our world. People lose their jobs because of down-sizing, or right-sizing, or mergers and acquisitions, or because of hostile take-overs, or just because the economy is crumbling. People lose their shirts or their investment portfolios when the stock market plummets. People, who become desperate because of their life circumstances, resort to desperate measures, which can and often do put other people in harm’s way. Evil is very much a part of our world. There are mean people who have absolutely no conscience whatsoever. And the list of legitimate fears could go on and on. You could list your own set of fears, but what is the point in dwelling on those fears, when we know that God is always with us, when we understand that our faith is in an unchanging Christ, who willingly suffered that we might have eternal life in him, we do not have to fear any of those things which might otherwise worry us. And even if we do retain a few of those fears, we do not have to allow those fears to become crippling or debilitating.
When I was in high school, there was a girl in my ninth grade class, who was so afraid of crowds that she scarcely ever attended school. She literally became physically ill because she hated being around other people so much. Eventually the school provided a homebound teacher for her, because she allowed her fears to control her total well being and she could not function in a traditional school setting. Fear does not have to have that kind of control over us. Oh, certainly there are some fears that are healthy, like the fear of driving on freeway in rush hour, because that fear can cause us to keep watch and avoid potential accidents, but that fear does not have to keep us from leaving our drive way. We can be assured that God will be with us and that ultimately we will be with God forever when this earthly life has come to an end.
When we place our trust in God and our faith in Christ, then we do not need to allow ourselves to become controlled by things like money. Certainly we all need money to do certain things in this world. There are bills to pay, housing, food, clothing, and transportation. It just takes money to survive in this world, but we do not need to become so consumed with making money that the accumulation of money becomes our God. 
Have you ever known anyone who was incredibly wealthy, but who was not happy? Some people amass great wealth and buy expensive homes and expensive cars, but no matter how much money they make and how many things they buy, they never feel satisfied. Nothing is ever good enough, and no amount of money or possessions is ever enough. When I see those people, I realize that their problem is a spiritual one. They are looking for happiness in the things of this world, which are temporal, instead of finding joy and peace in our Changeless Christ. They expect money to buy them happiness, instead of accepting the happiness which only God can give. It is though they never learned to look at those persons from human history that have been truly happy and learn from their lives.
The writer of the book of Hebrews said that we should remember the faithful, who have gone on before us. They have lived their lives well and we would be wise to pattern our lives after theirs. The truest meaning of the advice given here is to remember our teachers, especially those who have taught us in the faith. I think of Velda Green, Tot Cannon, Phyllis Kerr, Eric Stegall, Kay Vaughn, L.C. Waddle, Bill Ramsay and many others along my journey, who have been my teachers and mentors. The practical application of their faith was a testimony to me then and it still serves me well as inspiration for how to live out my faithfulness. If we had the time, each of us to name those teachers and leaders in this congregation or the others of which we have been a part, who helped to teach us about the life of faith. The advice of Hebrews is that we do well to emulate their faithfulness, because the outcome of faithful lives is life eternal with God. Those who have run their race and finished this earthly journey have been raised to new life in Christ, and that, my friends, is what the whole journey is all about.
So, the writer of Hebrews tells us that through Christ, we are to continually offer the sacrifice of praise. Let’s face it, sacrifice is not something that most Americans know very much about. Our culture does not lift the sacrificial lifestyle as something to be desired. We live in such a self-centered world, that few of us have any idea about sacrifice. We might think of skipping a meal as a sacrifice. We might think of doing without something long enough to pay cash for it, which is really just delayed gratification, as a real sacrifice. Let’s think about what sacrifice really involves. Putting our own lives on hold long enough to serve someone else in need, now that is a sacrifice. Putting aside our grocery list, or the sports calendar, or the demands of work or home long enough to truly focus our praise and total attention on God through worship; that is a sacrifice of praise. Leaving our own self-absorbed world long enough to truly see the needs of our neighbor, so that we are stirred to action on that person’s behalf, now that is a sacrifice of praise.
On this last Sunday of August, the writer of the book of Hebrews calls us to focus our attention and all of our energies on our merciful God and our Changeless Christ, so that we can continually offer sacrifices of praise. What better reminders of tips for living the life of faith than to look to those people of faith who have helped to shape our own spiritual journey. May we offer our sacrifice of praise for all that God is and has done!
And to our God be all glory and honor and blessing and wisdom and power and might, both now and forevermore. Amen.
