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Reformation Sunday - October 31, 1999

"A new covenant"
Jeremiah 31:31-34
Romans 3:19-28
John 8:31-36 
This Sunday, we give special recognition to Martin Luther and the Reformation. Reformation Sunday is an annual event in our Church Year, but it is only every six or seven years that the celebration takes place on the anniversary date of Luther's posting of the Ninety-five Theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg. This is one of those years.
"The time is coming, says the Lord, when I will make a new covenant with Israel and Judah." These words begin the Old Testament lesson for Sunday. When many people read them, they immediately think of the Christian faith as the promised new covenant, or perhaps they think specifically of Jesus' words at the Last Supper. Many other people don't make those connections—they stop at the word "covenant."
It is a seldom-used word outside the church, but it is used. In fact, it appears in even the smallest dictionaries. The word is often thought to mean simply a promise, but it is more than that. It is a promise by solemn agreement. Good synonyms would include pact, contract, treaty or agreement, but these can also be misleading. Most, if not all, human agreements are reciprocal—both parties have something to offer and something to gain. God's covenants differ dramatically. He has everything to offer and nothing to gain and we have nothing to offer and everything to gain.
I believe that God's two covenants are more than similar. At their essence, they are the same. Both are initiated entirely by God's love, based on His grace, and pledged by His Word. Both transform normal human beings into His own chosen and holy people. The old covenant has been compared to a non-aggression pact between a large, powerful nation and a small, helpless one. It has also been illustrated as a marriage. Given the totally underprivileged status of women in that day, and if you can imagine a totally other-directed, perfect-loving and unselfish husband, the image fits. However, most marriages are entered into on the basis of a misplaced period and most divorces come as a result of the same thing. People get married saying, "I will love you if . . ." or "I love you because . . ." An unspoken part of the agreement is, "But I won't love you if . . ." or "I'm divorcing you because . . ." God puts the period much earlier in His sentence: "I love you."
Joe Harding told the following story in his sermon, "A More Excellent Way." It is a story worth repeating.
One Friday morning, a man told his wife that he had decided to go to his boss and request a long overdue raise. Naturally, he was nervous and apprehensive. Toward the end of the day, he finally got up the courage to approach his boss and, to his pleasant surprise, the employer readily agreed that he was due an increase in salary.
When he arrived home, he noticed that the dining room table was set with the best dishes. Long candles were burning with a soft, romantic light. His wife had prepared a festive meal. He immediately assumed that someone from the office must have phoned her to tell her that he got the raise. He went into the kitchen, and told her the splendid details. They kissed and then sat down to a delicious and wonderful meal. Beside his plate was a beautifully lettered note which read, "Congratulations, Darling, I knew you'd get the raise! These things will tell you how much I love you."
When their feast approached its conclusion, the wife got up to get dessert. He noticed something fall from her pocket—a second note. He bent over, picked it up, and read, "Don't worry about not getting the raise, Darling, you deserved it anyway! These things will tell you how much I love you." Two very different notes, but you notice that the period was in the right place in both.
Beside the Holy Meal this Sunday will sit a note from St. Paul that reads, "For all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God, and are justified freely by His grace through the redemption that came by Christ Jesus." Beside that note is Jesus' message: "These things will show you how much I love you."
I said the two covenants were essentially the same. One difference between them is in the security that is pledged. When you make a mortgage loan at a bank, you make a down payment and then put the deed to your house up as security that you will keep your word and pay the money back. People have been forced to sign treaties in their own blood as a sign that they put their very lives on the line to back up their word.
God's agreement with Israel was backed by His Word and sealed with the blood of animals, not Israelites. The new covenant is backed by God's Word-Made-Flesh and sealed in His blood. Jesus' words, "This cup is the new agreement in my blood," are packed with meaning. He does not say, "with your blood," as it should be, or "with animal blood," as it could be. He says, "with my blood" lest we ever question where the period comes in His love for us.
Feddersen's Fables has the story about a man who grew weary of telling the same old bedtime stories to his daughter. He bought her a record player and very polished recordings of all her favorites. A few days later he discovered she was sadly disappointed with the records, as she pleaded with him to read the stories himself. He said, "But I bought you those wonderful records and fine record player." "Yes," she said, "But the record player doesn't have a lap." In the old covenant, God gave the people His Word—it was enough—it was all they ever needed to trust and believe. In the new covenant—in Jesus Christ—God gave us His Word with a lap.
Because our covenants are almost always designed for mutual benefit, and because people often try to get the best of the bargain, even by hook or crook, we are suspicious also of God and try to find His small print. It isn't there, but over the centuries people have continuously fabricated their own various additions and then attributed them to, or blamed them on God. That was the situation that confronted Martin Luther in 1517 and it still haunts us today.
For whatever reason, we can't seem to get the message from our heads to our hearts that God's gifts come to us absolutely free. Therefore, we imagine that God has something to gain from a relationship with us, that we can do something to earn His gifts or must do something to keep them. When we hear that God has chosen us and given us His gifts for a purpose we think we have found the "catch" in His bargain. The fact that God's purposes are always to our benefit—not His—gets lost in our vain imaginings that we somehow have to do something to benefit Him.
What gifts am I talking about? Well, there are the little things like the universe and all its resources which we are to discover, harvest, glean, maintain and manage in a partnership with the Creator. Then there are the personal things like life, new life, eternal life, and the opportunity to grow into all the marvelous potential that is ours. The fascinating thing is that God blesses our management of His gifts so that they grow into more and better gifts. One of life's great truths is that you can't out-give God.
Here is an interesting thought on the grace of the Giver. God generously gives us 24 hours in a day. In Old and New Testament times, people thought of sunset rather than sunrise as the beginning of the day. We might think that strange, but it gives us a marvelous perspective on the Giver of hours. How many employers would give us 24 hours to manage and then promptly give us the first eight or twelve off? Yet, at every minute of every day, some LCMS representative is telling the Good News about Jesus. The sun never sets on The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod, its partners and its missionaries around the world. More importantly, the Light of God's love and grace shines wherever His Word is shared. Share it
All Saints' Sunday – November 7, 1999

"Choose the color"
Isaiah 26:1-4, 8-9, 12-13, 19-21
Revelation 21:9-11, 22-27, 22:1-5
Matthew 5:1-12 
A young college student sold magazines door-to-door one summer. He was lame from a boyhood accident and walked with difficulty. At one house, a woman quickly turned him down. As he turned and walked away she noticed his handicap and called out: "I didn't realize you were crippled; I'll buy a magazine." He responded, "I'm not selling sympathy. I'm selling subscriptions." "Well," she said, doesn't being lame color your life?" He replied, "Yes, but I can choose the color."

Some things we can choose and some we can't. People with an upbeat outlook, like the student above, have discovered the difference. We can't choose to be short or tall any more than the young man could choose not to be lame, but we can choose how these externals color our attitudes, behavior and life.

This Sunday is All Saints Sunday. The Festival of All Saints annually falls on Nov. 1. It began as a remembrance of all the martyrs who made the supreme witness to Christ. It has become a celebration of all our brothers and sisters who have died marked with the sign of faith, who now serve in the Church Triumphant.

When I was in college, a professor said that, while he feared dying, he was not afraid of death. He added that he actually looked forward to hearing the Lord's trumpets playing Bach's "Judgment Day Cantata." Another student interrupted: "Bach never wrote a 'Judgment Day Cantata!'" The professor smiled and said, "He's writing it now." As I write these words I have a picture in my mind of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven and others gathered around a heavenly piano while, over in the corner, Bing Crosby hums the part for the rest of the bass section.

How do you suppose you will be serving in the eternal habitations? I guess I'll be out of a job! I can't imagine a need for a missionary or preacher of the Gospel. If one would be needed, I would be way down near the bottom of a list of candidates starting with Saints Paul, Peter, Luther, etc. There will be no undiscipled to disciple, uncommitted to motivate, sick to visit, etc.! (Say, Bing, could you use another bass?)

Oh well, I don't have time to wonder about that right now—I'm still here and I have plenty to do. On this side of the Gate, there are billions of non-saints as well as uninvolved, under committed, poorly informed or under motivated saints. Actually, those adjectives probably fit all of us at one time or another. Periodically we all need something ranging from a word of encouragement to a good swift kick in the motivations.

For Gospel-centered Christians, this can be somewhat difficult. When you get right down to it, in the Lord's Service there are no volunteers. God's message in the Scriptures is clear—"You did not choose me; I chose you!" The call to discipleship is a free gift of God's grace, and so is the ability to serve. We have everything going for us—God's gracious love is all the motive we could ever need and He has given us the ability to accomplish whatever He has in mind for us to do. Yet, taken as a whole, with everything going for us very little comes from us.

Someone has said that it is a wonder God can keep His sanity. Imagine a parent, with billions of gifted children, receiving their report cards. They all come in with "A's" in motivation and ability, but only a scant few have "C" or better in performance. Very few fail, but most perform at a "D-minus" level. What happens between the "A" and the "D"? A marvelous little word picture says that you and I and three crosses are in between, and only by the grace of God does eternity follow. It looks likes this: AttituDe.

When Joe Torre managed the Mets, he offered a three-year contract to a veteran player in his late thirties, named Rusty Staub. The wisdom of this decision was questioned and Joe replied, "Rusty still says, `Hey, I want to play,' instead of `Aw, I got to play.'" An upbeat outlook makes a big difference in our performances.

A story is told in big sky country, about a small party of prospectors who struck it rich in the gold fields near Bannock, Montana. After months of hardship and difficulty, they discovered a huge vein of gold, but they needed more equipment to mine it. On the way to town each miner swore by his life not to reveal their secret. Yet, when they returned, 300 other gold seekers followed them. Had someone broken his vow? No, their beaming faces had betrayed their secret. God has revealed the treasure in the field, the pearl of great price, the Golden City to you and me. Has the message reached our faces, demeanor, attitude and behavior?

I'm not talking about false optimism or fake enthusiasm. I don't know about you, but I am already tired of the election campaigns. Even over the television the glad hands and plastic smiles of some politicians leave a bad taste in my mouth. I read a fascinating word for it once—"saccarinity." With practically no exceptions, every candidate tells us to vote for him or her for the same reason: "I am not as bad as my opponent." We are not told what anybody is good for. Sometimes, in addition to candidates A and B, I'd like the choice of C—"None of the above."

All kinds of circumstances color our lives, but we can still choose the color. We can also choose our priorities. Someone once said that we have the racquet and the ball is in our court. It is time to decide when, where, and how we will serve.

The famous Scopes "Monkey trial" lawyer, Clarence Darrow, was asked to give a message to the younger generation. According to the news report he said, "If I were a young person, with life ahead of me, I think I'd chuck it all, the way things are now. The odds are too great against you, and anyway, the world is all wrong nowadays. I certainly have no encouragement for the young bloods that are just starting out looking for jobs. The sooner they jump out of windows, the sooner they'll find peace."

Contrast that statement from the renowned atheist with one from Paul, the renowned man of faith, in his Letter to the Philippians. By the world's standards, Darrow hasn't a care in the world. Sitting in the lap of luxury, he says mourn with me. St. Paul, sitting in jail, says rejoice with me. Paul's faith changed the color of his world.

To Paul, the most important thing was that the Gospel of Jesus Christ would be proclaimed. Proclaiming Jesus cost Paul dearly—spell that "deadly." Jesus said: "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you." Jesus said it; Paul lived it. But Jesus lived it first.

Jesus laid down His life for us because of His Father's love for us. It is God's will that all people would be saved, that all His lost children would be found. That colored every part of Jesus' attitude, words and life. He gave His life to make it possible.

How does your faith in Jesus color your attitude and life? He has entrusted His mission to us now. I think the color looks good on you.

Second-Last Sunday in the Church Year - November 14, 1999

"I was hungry, and you had food, and..."
Jeremiah 25:30-26:6
1Thessalonians 1:3-10, 3:7-11
Matthew 25:31-46; 24:1-14 
Have you heard the one about the fellow who bought a parakeet, took it home, and then returned four days in a row to complain to the store owner that the bird would neither sing nor talk. Each day the merchant proposed that if the bird had this or that accessory, it would be happy and sing for joy. First, it was a bell to peck ($8.95), then it was a ladder to climb ($16.50), then a mirror ($21.95) and finally a little swing (24.49). On the fifth day, the man came up to the proprietor, with a sad look on his face, and announced, "My bird is dead!" The following conversation ensued:

"What do you mean, he's dead?"
"I mean dead—I know a dead bird when I see one. He turned his little feet up to glory and is just lying there, dead as a doorknob."

"Did he ever sing? Did he talk?"

"Oh yes, you'd have been proud of him, yesterday. When I took the cover off the cage, he went over, pecked on his bell, hopped over to his ladder, climbed right to the top, looked into his mirror, and then jumped to the swing ever so gently. Then, just before he toppled off, he said, "Don't they have any bird seed?"

That may seem like a silly story, but many helping people have delivered a Christmas food basket to a needy family, gathered around a computer game that is attached to a new color TV, surrounded by empty beer and soda cans. Many wealthier parents provide clothes and cars to kids who desperately need love and guidance. Governments send arms to nations whose people are literally starving. Amusing or not, people provide bells, ladders, mirrors and swings to those who need food, water, clothing, or something else of genuine value.

In contrast, an aged grandmother once gave a little slip of paper, which cost nothing, to help a little girl live a truly good life. On it, she wrote: "Wash what is dirty. Water what is dry. Heal what is wounded. Warm what is cold. Guide what goes off the road. And love people who are the least lovable, because they need it most."

In Sunday's Gospel lesson, Jesus told a parable that compares the coming judgment to a shepherd separating sheep from goats. The criteria for the judgment include meeting people's basic and most fundamental needs. Jesus said, "I was hungry and you gave me something to eat; I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink; I was a stranger and you invited me in; I needed clothes and you clothed me; I was sick and you looked after me; I was in prison and you came to visit me."

In 1941, before the United States had entered World War II, President Franklin D. Roosevelt made a speech to Congress explaining why help should be given to the European countries already engaging the Nazis. He named the Four Freedoms that free people everywhere should be able to enjoy: freedom of speech, freedom of worship, freedom from fear, and freedom from want.

The last of these, freedom from want, captures the attention of virtually every compassionate person—humanitarian or religious. As we look at this Sunday's Gospel with the image of God as a shepherd, we are reminded that freedom from want is also one of the foremost promises of the Bible. "The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want … " It is interesting that two of the great freedoms are often misquoted. I once heard a politician mention, "Freedom from speech and freedom from religion." I guess one might expect such a slip from small school children who sometimes learn by rote memory and then speak without thinking what the words mean. Then again many children would probably admit to wanting freedom from speeches and freedom from worship. ("Oh, Mom, do I have to go to church?") 

What we need and what we want are not always the same. It should be noted that freedom from want refers to a freedom from lacking those things necessary for sustaining life in a least minimum comfort. Although I have to admit that we could all occasionally benefit from a freedom from "wanting," it is neither a right of the Constitution, nor a promise of God.

People usually know when they are lacking the most basic necessities. When they are hungry, they know they need something to eat. When they are thirsty, they know they need something to drink. When they are sick, lonely or in prison, they know they need comfort and company. When they are unprotected from the weather, they know they need clothing and shelter. On the other hand, they don't always know exactly what they need even in these basics. Desperately thirsty people have tried saltwater!

In Africa, starving people may resort to what they call "hunger" food. It is a plant that fills the stomach, but has no food value! About 30 years ago, Dr. Kasimir Funk died. Most of us probably do not recognize his name. He was the man who observed that people could eat, but still lack basic nutrition. They know what they want, but not necessarily what they need. He experimented to discover the indispensable elements of nutrition, and finally isolated and named those small chemical substances we now know as vitamins.

People confuse wants and needs on other scales as well. One man who had lived through the Great Depression noted that he and many parents like himself had concentrated so much on "giving our children what we didn't have that we didn't give them what we did have. We gave them what we had wanted, and failed to pass along the character and sense of appreciation that they really need."

In Sunday's Gospel lesson, the One who promises to meet the needs of His people also judges them on how they met the needs of others. There is a rebound effect to the gifts of God—the Shepherd takes care of His flock and the flock, in turn, takes care of others.

Here is something to think about for Sunday. When the king in Jesus' parable separates the people to his right and left, those on his right are the ones who fed, clothed, visited, etc., and those on his left are the ones who did not feed, clothe, visit or whatever. Where are the ones who were fed, clothed and visited?

I am of the opinion that in the kingdom of God, those who are fed, clothed and visited become feeders, clothers and visitors! Now let's draw our attention to the world's greatest need: light in the darkness or Good News in the midst of all the bad. Just as starving people may know they want to fill their stomachs, but may not know their need for nutrition, so most people in the world do not know their need for God. Those who have been missioned must become missionaries!

It is interesting that during His days on earth Jesus did hunger, thirst, need clothing and experience loneliness. He never lacked God! Maybe that is why He didn't say, "I was in darkness and you brought me light. I was without God, and you brought me the Good News of His love and grace. I was lost, and you found me and brought me salvation." He didn't say that, but people around the world say it every day. Someone is waiting and wanting to say it to you!

Last Sunday in the Church Year - November 21, 1999

"Prepare to meet your Maker"
Isaiah 65:17-25
Peter 3:3-4, 8-10 & 13
Matthew 25:1-13 
Two weeks ago, I saw a sign on a mountain highway in Idaho that repeated a message I saw last summer in the Smokey Mountains: "Prepare to Meet Your God!" I remember one in Colorado that was professionally painted and constructed. The message was similar: "Prepare to Meet Your Maker." In those settings, such a sign has a sobering, if not frightening effect. For many people, it is always a doomsday sort of message.
In the setting of steep, winding roads, with hairpin curves, people may need a little jolt of a sense of danger. I know I will never forget the way a boat and trailer seemed to push our van down the Little Bighorn Mountains one time. Hot brakes are not on my list of fun things! But is preparing to meet God synonymous with preparing for danger?
Old Testament prophets were often upset that the people of Israel had a smug and self-satisfied concept of their relationship with God. Many Israelites looked forward to what they called "the Day of the Lord." They anticipated God coming with judgment against their unrighteous, hostile neighbors. Prophets often pointed out that Israel was itself a long way from righteous. Those prophets called Israel's religion a pretense: form without meaning, words without intentions, entertainment instead of worship. They accused the people of ignoring justice for the poor and substance for the needy. Some prophets warned that the Day of the Lord would mean judgment against Israel—a day of darkness and not of light!
In Old and New Testaments, the Day of the Lord is mixed with judgment and salvation. Naturally, our perspective of the event will be colored by our expectations. In the image of last week's lesson, if God is coming with blessings for those on the right and curses for those on the left, you will anticipate the event quite differently depending on your location. The problem is that we may think we are in one place when we are actually in the other. Where are you?
In the Gospel Lesson, Jesus tells a story that emphasizes the need to be prepared at all times to meet our God. His story puts a slightly different slant on the results of God's coming. Here is an updated version of the story from Feddersen's Fables. One Saturday a wedding was held in one town, but the reception was 60 miles away at another town. After the wedding, professional photographers held sway, so everyone except the wedding party went ahead to the hall. There were five bridesmaids and five groomsmen, counting the best man and maid of honor. When the photography was finished, the bride and groom rode with the best man and maid of honor, two groomsmen and two bridesmaids rode in another car and the other four followed in a third car.
The people in the third car had not thought ahead about the distance, and they ran out of gas on the way. The engine stalled when they were between towns, so it took quite a while to get gasoline and finally arrive at the reception. When they arrived, the hotel doorman asked for their invitations. They said they didn't have any because they were in the wedding party. He laughed and said, "Right, and I'm the groom! The wedding party arrived over an hour ago." With that, he shut the door and walked away. The four of them missed out on the party because they had not prepared by filling the gas tank in advance.
If you haven't guessed it, the parable is about the foolish and wise bridesmaids, who either did or did not bring enough oil for their lamps. Th e reason to be prepared is that, if you are not, you miss out on the party!
I am reminded of another story; it concerns a couple of fellows named Wilbur and Orville Wright. One day, a friend stopped at their bicycle shop and they took him to a special shed where very few others had ever been. They showed him a biplane with a homemade, twelve horsepower engine, and they even showed him where the pilot could lay prone between the wings to fly the thing. They told him that they had just finished putting the final touches on it. Filled with enthusiasm, he suggested that they go out to Kitty Hawk and fly it. Wilbur said, "Are you kidding? Do you know how much money we've got tied up in this thing?" Orville added, "We're not about to take a chance on wrecking it by trying to fly it!"
The story is obviously not true, but the truth is just as many prophets and Jesus said it—some people miss out on the party even when it looks on the surface like they are prepared. Can you imagine the Wright Brothers taking their plane out to Kitty Hawk and forgetting to bring gasoline? You see the Wright boys didn't just want an airplane—they wanted to fly!
Too many Christians just want an airplane or, with reference to the other story, they are satisfied to have a car on the parking lot. The fact that it doesn't have any fuel doesn't concern them. After all, the party won't be till later. But the Christian life is not a possession. It is not something you have, but something you live.
In Jesus' parable, the bridegroom came at an unexpected time. The lesson concludes: "You know neither the day nor the hour." We are never prepared for the unexpected. If we expect something, we get prepared! Five bridesmaids thought the groom might come late, so they brought extra oil. They expected him. They just didn't know when! If he came early, they were prepared. If he came late, they were still prepared. Jesus is coming.
While on an expedition to the Antarctic, Sir Ernest Shackleton left some men to explore Elephant Island while he and the rest went on. By the time he returned to pick them up, the sea had frozen over. Three attempts to reach them ended in failure. When he finally found a narrow channel through the ice and made it to the island, he was delighted to find that they were not only alive and well but all prepared to get aboard. After they were all safely on their way home, Shackleton asked about their being entirely ready to board when he arrived. They told him that every morning their leader rolled up his sleeping bag and said, "Get your things ready, boys, the boss may come today." Jesus is coming.
Using the technique of a certain earthquake prognosticator, I am compelled to warn you that there is a 50 percent chance that Jesus will come on the day you read this devotion. That means there is a 50-50 chance He will come on that particular day. In other words, either He will or He won't. Since we know He is coming, but we don't know when, the odds are the same every day!
Here are some thoughts on preparedness. If He comes this Sunday morning, where do you suppose He will head to look for His people? There is a 50-50 chance He will come on the day our nation has set aside to give Him thanks. Where will you be and what do you plan to do that day?
It is interesting how Jesus tried to prepare His disciples for His death. Yet, when it happened, it was unexpected. In the last days of His life on earth, Jesus confused two of the surest things everybody knows: (1) God can't die, and (2) dead men can't rise up again. Along with those, He also did a number on these: Some things can't be forgiven. No one can love that much. All murderers go to Hell. The only sure things are death and taxes.
For those who believe in Christ, eternal life is a sure thing, so is a party that has been described as the wedding feast of the Kingdom of God. Other sure things include the peace beyond human understanding and the joy of Christ's presence now . . . at least for those who have fuel for their lamps or in their tanks. Are you ready? Will you be at the party?
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