Colossians 3:12-17
St. Timothy; 12-27-09
Wear Love
          When I read this passage for today, I had a flashback to a running family joke and one of my favorite stories that my daddy used to tell.  As the story goes, there was a couple named Mr. and Mrs. May who lived in McKenzie, TN and worked at Bethel College when my parents were students there in the 1950s.  The Mays worked in the Grill, which was the student hang out spot, where students could get coffee or soft drinks and snack foods.  According to my dad, Madge May was pretty cantankerous and one of her favorite pass-times was to give Mr. May grief about how little work he did to help her around the grill.  One afternoon as my dad and a few of his friends were enjoying some laughs over coffee and Mr. May was sitting with them drinking coffee, too.  Madge showed up at the table and lit into her husband about the fact that he was sitting around doing nothing to help her get ready for the dinner rush.  According to my dad, she really chewed him up one side and down the other, but Mr. May continued to sit there quietly drinking his coffee.  After she finished her tirade and walked away, Mr. May sat down his coffee cup and said, “Fellas, I married the most even tempered woman on the planet.”  The guys sat there looking at each other with questioning looks, when finally Mr. May broke the silence by adding, “She is just meaner that Hades all the time.”  And with that he headed off toward the kitchen to help Madge.  All four of the Brown kids knew when my daddy referred to someone as even-tempered, it was not really a compliment.
          Mr. May and Paul were not talking about the same thing when they spoke of someone being even-tempered.  Paul was writing to the Colossian Christians and in the earlier part of this chapter, he had begun using this extended metaphor about clothing.  He first mentioned the attributes which a Christian needs to shed or remove in order to be an effective witness to the Gospel.  Then starting in verse 10, he listed the kinds of things that Christians need to put on in order to bring others into the faith.
          He tried to get their attention by telling them that they were God’s beloved children that they had been chosen by God for a life of love and service.  As God’s own, we have been given special clothing to wear, picked out just for us.  Those items are: compassion, kindness, humility, quiet strength, and discipline.  If I understand Paul correctly, he was saying that when we love, all of those attributes will be present.  Think about it this way.  How can we expect to show compassion without loving others?  How can we find the desire to extend kindness to others, if we do not acknowledge our love for them?  The act of extending love to others without expecting anything in return can be a very humbling experience.  I would dare say that anyone whom you have ever known who was disciplined and had a quiet strength was someone who was truly a loving person.
          On Monday afternoon, several of us attended Fanny Fajardo’s funeral service at Shiloh CP Church.  One of the parts of the service, which was especially meaningful for me, was when they asked people to share their memories of Fanny.  So many people got up to speak about her and every one of them mentioned the way that she exuded love.  Fanny greeted every single person she met with warmth and a genuine love that was almost overwhelming.  Though none of them said it specifically, it was as though Fanny had loved them even when they did not know how to love themselves.  Isn’t that the way that God loves us? Undeservedly, unconditionally and with no strings attached… God loves us in a way that it difficult to understand or to explain.  
          So those first five are not necessarily easy, but they do make sense to us when we consider Christ’s mandate to love one another.  And in typical form for Paul, he just had to keep on going to the point that he stopped preaching and started meddling in our lives.  When Paul says that we are to be even-tempered, he means that we are to show all five of those loving attributes consistently.  Most of us can show compassion in the right circumstances, but there are some situations, like when a man beats his wife or children in a drunken stupor, when we struggle to find it in our hearts to show compassion for the alcoholic.  We can be kind in our dealings with most people, but all of us have encountered people who rub us the wrong way; people like that make consistent kindness a real challenge.  Many of us have moments of humility, but we also have times of arrogance, or as I used to say when I was a kid, “We are not conceited in our family, we are just convinced.”  Now, there is the ultimate statement of humility!  Face it.  We struggle with the consistency which would allow us to qualify as even-tempered.
          Now, clearly Paul’s next phrases were written in a different century than our own.  Paul would have been laughed at for phrases like, “Be content with second place” and “be quick to forgive an offense.”  We live in a world where the athletic companies sell lots of shirts with mottos like, “Second place is first LOSER!”  We even emblazon t-shirts or bumper stickers with such great quotes as, “Revenge is Sweet!”  Those are the world’s mottos, but Paul is saying that they should not be adopted by Christians.  
          Knowing just how difficult the whole forgiveness thing is for most of us, Paul decided that he would need to elaborate on that one.  I don’t know about you, but one of the most difficult phrases from the Lord’s Prayer has always been the one about forgiveness.  It is a little scary to ask God to “forgive us our debts AS we forgive our debtors.”  I don’t know about you, but there have been times in my life when I   was not the most forgiving of someone who had wronged a family member.  In times like that, when I was not very forgiving, it was a little scary to pray that prayer.  Paul encourages us to be as quick to forgive as completely as God forgives us.  That can be really tough, and one of the reasons that it can be so tough is that we don’t know how God can forgive us, when we are unable to forgive ourselves.  
          But Paul tells us that the only way that we can ever hope to do any of these things is by wearing love.  He refers to it as our basic, all-purpose garment, the one article that we should never be without.  Love should be at the center of all that we are and all that we do, because it is at the heart of who our God is.  Love is the reason that God came to this earth in the form of a baby born in Bethlehem.  Love is the central message that Jesus came to teach and was the motivation for every miracle which he performed.  It was love that led him to the cross to pay the price for our sins, so that we could know the proper way to show forgiveness. 
          We would like to think that surely Paul has meddled enough for one letter, but no, he just had to keep on going.  He said that those who follow Christ need to allow the peace which Christ gives to keep them in tune with one another, in step with one another.  When we allow that kind of peace to be central to our shared life, then no one will try to go rogue and do his or her own thing.  When we have the proper mindset, we find that we are so in touch with and in tune with God that we are not pushing for our own way.  When we are appropriately thankful for all that God is doing in our lives, when we allow our lives to be formed and informed by God’s Word, then we don’t need to try to make sure that everything is done our own way.  What we find when we are properly grounded in prayer and in the Word is that we don’t have to try to be in control, because we truly know and understand that God is in control.
          One of the biggest fallacies in our world is the delusion of control that we have in our culture.  So many of us see ourselves as control freaks and we like to be in charge, when we think we are in control of our environment.  We had a conversation yesterday about the reality that parenting is one of the things, which God gives us to show us that we are not in control.  Anyone who has ever been a parent understands that as parents we are rarely in control of our children’s lives.  We like to think that we are, but they still have a lot of say in what happens.  We can try to protect them from poor decisions and try to shelter them from harm, but when it comes right down to it, we are not in control – God is.  One of the best things that we can do, as parents, is to pray for our children and entrust them to God.
          Mary and Joseph would never have chosen for their son to have arrived where he was born.  If they had been in control, he likely would have been born in the safety of their home, surrounded by family and friends.  But God had something else in mind.  Mary and Joseph would not have chosen such a lonely and isolate birthplace, but God had other things in mind.   Mary and Joseph recognized early in Jesus’ life that sheltering him and protecting him would not be easy, but they did not realize that this was not really theirs to do all alone.  God was in control, so they did not have to be.  All they needed to do was to support him with their love and prayers, leaving the rest to God.
          On this first Sunday of Christmas tide, as we draw close to the end of 2009 and get ready to make our way into a new decade, we do well to remember the lessons which we can learn from Paul and from the earthly parents of Jesus.  The love which came to this earth when God became flesh in the babe born in Bethlehem’s barn is the very same love with which we should clothe ourselves each and every day.  When we are evenly tempered with love in all that we do, with all those whom we meet, we will be living the lives that God in Christ Jesus has called us to live.  In order to do that, we must be grounded in the Word, which became flesh, full of grace and truth.  Once we have become grounded in the word, we find that life itself must become an act of prayer and praise, because we cannot help but be in constant contact with our God who is in control of everything.  As we start this new decade, may we let go of our desire to be in control, may we set ourselves aside, so that we can each individually and all collectively focus our very lives on God.  When we do that, God will truly bless our efforts and we will be so in tune with God that we will not have to wonder what it is that God is calling us to do and be, we will know the very heart of God and we will gladly follow where ever it is that God will lead us as individuals and as a church.
          And to our God be all glory and honor and power and blessing and wisdom and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.      
