Epiphany 2









18 January 2004

A pastor’s praise and prayer

(Ephesians 1:15-21)

Introduction
Even if 2003 was one year that you would just as soon forget,

the news media won’t let you.

As we again marked the annual transition from one year to another,


annual reviews dominated the pages of our newspapers 

as well as the shows on TV and radio.

Not all the news, of course, was bad.

We were told that, by the end of the year,


the stock market had rebounded 



and our sagging economy showed signs of recovery.

We also were reminded that


-- in spite of a lingering recession --



we in America still enjoyed the highest standard of living in the world.

We still have more appliances in our homes 

and more autos on the road


than anywhere else on planet earth.

But just about the time you begin to think 

that things really aren’t so bad after all in the “good ol’ USA”,


there is a break…and you need to wait.

You need to wait until the commercial is over


or until you find the page on which the coverage continues. 

Then you get the “rest of the story”.

Then you get the story of a cynical reporter who politely informs us


that there also are many other things



which we in the US have more than anyone else.

Then we learn that in spite of – or perhaps, even because of – our high standard of living,


we have the highest divorce rate,



the greatest number of single parent homes,




the most profound juvenile delinquency problem,





the biggest jails and the most crowded court calendars.

By the time the news media has finished analyzing the past year,


we too are finished.

We are ready to forget the old…and focus only on the new.

There is, however, one highlight from 2003


that you and I can’t afford to forget.

This highlight never made the headlines of a Twin Cities newspaper…


never was featured on a TV or radio news report.

This highlight, though, has profound significance for all of us here this morning.

You see, for the first time in five years, 


the size of Risen Christ Lutheran Church increased.

Our membership graph – which has looked like a steep downhill ski slope –


now looks like an Olympic ski jump platform.

Bucking all national and denominational trends,


we grew…and we grew by 10%.

We grew…and we have no one to thank…but ourselves?

Hardly!

We grew…

but we grew before we launched any kind of intentional outreach effort.

We grew…

and so we have no one to thank…but God!

“We praise you, O God”, the Church sings in one of its most ancient hymns…


“We praise you, O God, we acknowledge you to be the Lord. …


The glorious company of the apostles praise you;


The goodly fellowship of the prophets praise you;


The noble army of martyrs praise you;


The Church throughout all the world does acknowledge you.”

And this morning, O God,


we here at this little church in your big world join them:



we praise you, O God…

and acknowledge what you have done here during the past 12 months.

However, as the current pastor of this church,


I not only want to praise God for what he has done for this congregation,



I also want to praise him for what he done through you as individuals.

In other words, this morning 

– before my family and I leave for a 3 week holiday in Hong Kong -- 

 

I would like to publicly thank God for you.

A pastor’s praise and prayer

1) A pastor’s praise

Yes, you heard me right:


I want to thank God for each one of you.

I know that pastors are sometimes pictured as people 

who are forever scolding their captive audiences on Sunday morning…


who are regularly calling down “fire and brimstone” on their poor people.

I was reminded of this fact again the other day


when I heard a woman say that she really liked to attend a certain church in this area



so she could listen to the pastor – as she put it – “really give it to ‘em”.

This may be the typical picture of many a minister…


but – to a certain extent – this is also the work of a minister.

As a pastor, I bring bad news as well as good news.

In other words, I not only share what God says in his “gospel”, 

I also share what he says in his law.

I speak out against the sins of our day.

And believe me, it is quite easy to become terribly discouraged…


almost broken in spirit at the apparent hopelessness of the task:



emphasizing what God expects 

only to see many people enjoying what Satan encourages.

At the same time, it is just as easy to overlook the victories…


those moments when God’s people rise up and roundly defeat the devil.

I know that each one of you struggles with Satan and his temptations every day.

I understand – from my years of experience in the business world –


how really difficult it is to be “holy” in our everyday lives.

So, when you do fight that good fight of faith with courage in your heart…


when you struggle and succeed in doing what God wants,



you need – if not deserve – the encouragement and praise of your pastor.

It was on Thanksgiving Day last year that I was reading a book written for church leaders…


a book that included this paragraph:



“Let’s remember to praise our people when they deserve praise.



Let’s remember to thank them for the service they render to Christ and his church.



Let’s remember to let them know just how much their loyalty and faithfulness mean 

to us.”

And that, my brothers and sisters, is what I want to do today.

I want to thank you.

I want to thank God for you.

That’s what another pastor – a pastor named Paul – did.

When he thought of the people who were members of a church in Ephesus, he said:

“When I heard of the solid trust you have in the Master Jesus and your outpouring of love to all the Christians, I couldn’t stop thanking God for you.  Every time I prayed, I’d think of you and give thanks.” [Ephesians 1:15-16 MSG]
Like Pastor Paul, I thank God because of you…

and your “solid trust in the Master Jesus”.

Since this “solid trust in…Jesus” is so closely linked with God’s word…


since faith comes and grows – as Pastor Paul says – “from hearing (God’s) message”…



I thank God for each one of you whose life was shaped by God’s word last year.

I thank God for each one of you


who regularly heard God’s word proclaimed in this church.

I thank God for each one of you


who regularly discussed God’s word in small group gatherings.

I thank God for each one of you


who regularly meditated on God’s word in the stillness of your own home.

I thank God, too, for each one of you


who made difficult decisions simply on the basis of what God has said.

I thank God for each one of you


who took chances simply because God challenged you to do so.

 I thank God for each one of you

who moved outside your comfort zone simply because you heard God whispering 

“Go”.

However, I not only thank God because of your “solid trust in the Master Jesus”.

Like that pastor named Paul,


I also thank God because of “your outpouring of love”…



that love unique to God’s people…




that love which is measured , not by what it gets, but only by what it gives.

I thank God for each one of you whose willing sacrifice of time, talent and treasure 

revealed that you know – and have experienced – the greater love of God.

I thank God for each one of you who served…


served very visibly in worship services and business meetings…



or served behind the scenes, 

doing those thankless tasks that no one notices…until no one does them.

I thank God for each one of you who showed – 

            showed love as you prayed for those who were in trouble,

showed love as you forgave those who troubled you.

I thank God for each one of you who shared…

shared the support of God’s work here


shared the story of God’s love there…with a friend or relative.

I thank God, too, for “your outpouring of love” to my family.

When we “landed” here last year at this time,


you well may have wondered if we had come from another planet.

 

Perfectly understandable.

After all, Karen and Carmen – with their green cards – are legally classified as “aliens”.

And me?

After living abroad for more than a quarter of a century, I felt like one.

Our “comfort zone” was – and, to some extent, still is – China.

So, I – no, let me say “we” – we thank God, then, that you made us feel comfortable 

as we moved out of our “comfort zone”.

We thank God that you simply stuck it out and stuck with us…


that you were not infected by the plague that is sweeping the church of this land:



that you did not join the “bunny” Christians,




who – with a “what’s in it for me?” attitude – 

hop from one church to another.

We thank God that you supported us…


that you made calls and sent cards…



that you expressed your feelings either face to face 

                                 or using a PC as an “interface”.

Today, we can even thank God – and you -- for the hugs.

Hugs – shocking at first because they are taboo outside the immediately family in China…


but now somewhat soothing 

as we see them as expressions of your love:

your love of God…your love for us.

Today, then, as I recall what God did for you and through you during the past year,


I repeat the words – slightly modified -- of that pastor named Paul:

“Because I’ve witnessed the solid trust you have in the Master Jesus and your outpouring of love, I can’t stop thanking God for you.”

2) A pastor’s prayer

Pastor Paul, however, not only praises God for the Christians in Ephesus…

the Christians he served.

Listen to what he says:

“But I do more than thank.  I ask – ask the God of our Master, Jesus Christ, the God of glory – to make you intelligent and discerning in knowing him personally, your eyes focused and clear, so that you can see exactly what it is he is calling you to do, grasp the immensity of this glorious way of life he has for Christians, oh, the utter extravagance of his work in us who trust him – endless energy, boundless strength!” 

[Ephesians 1:17-19 MSG]
When Pastor Paul looked back and saw what God had done, 

           he screamed “Hallelujah!”

But when he looked ahead and saw what God still needed to do, 

           he shouted “Help!”.

In other words, he prayed for his people…

           just as I pray for you.

God accomplished what we think are great things here last year.  Hallelujah!

But I simply refuse to believe 

that God is satisfied with what you and I think are great things. 

I firmly believe that he still wants to accomplish even greater things here this year.

This week, take some time and give a thought…

give a thought to what God could do in your life this year…

give a thought to what God could do in our church this year.

Then remember this:

          whatever we might be able to conceive and believe that God can achieve 

-- in our lives or in this church in 2004 --

well, he can beat it…he can top it.

You don’t believe me?

Then listen to this:

God “is able”, says Pastor Paul in his letter to the people he praised…

God “is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine.”  [Ephesians 3:20]
Please note:  God is able;

not you…not me, but God.

That’s why I – like Paul – shout “Help!”

That’s why I pray that God will help each of us move on…move ahead in 2004.

And we all do need to move on and ahead, don’t we?

Christianity, after all, is not a position;

it’s not a stand that we take.

(unless, of course, you enjoy being called one of the “frozen chosen”).

Christianity is a process;

it’s a journey.

All of us are “on the way”;

none of us has reached the end yet.

So each of us needs to keep going and growing.

Last year – with God’s help – 

we started to “become everything that we are meant to be”.

However, this year we need to take the next step.

We, of course, as our theme for this year suggests,

need to “help one another take the next step toward Christ”.

But we also need God’s help, don’t we?

We need the help of that God who – says Pastor Paul --

“is able to do immeasurably more than all we can ask or imagine, according to his power that is at work within us”  [Ephesians 3:20]
That’s why I’m praying for you this year.

I’m praying that the God “who is able” use his power to work wonders in you.

I pray that each of you gets to know God better.

I pray that each of you grow closer to God and one another.

I pray that each of you show more love to God and others.

I pray that each of you go out to share God’s love with more people than ever before.

This year, I’m praying for you

as that pastor named Paul prayed so many years ago.

“I ask the God of our Master Jesus Christ …

 to make you intelligent and discerning in knowing him personally, 

your eyes focused and clear, so that you can see exactly what it is he is calling you to do,

grasp the immensity of this glorious way of life has for Christians.” [Ephesians 1:17-18 MSG]
What an energetic prayer!

But do you know where the energy comes from?

Listen to Pastor Paul as he continues:

“Oh, the utter extravagance of his work in us who trust him – 

endless energy, boundless strength!

All this energy issues from Christ:

God raised him from death and set him on a throne in heaven,

in charge of running the universe, everything from galaxies to governments,

no name and no power exempt from his rule.

And not just for the time being, but forever.” [Ephesians 1:19-21 MSG]

When you hear a prayer like that,

how do you feel?

That you can do almost anything, right?

I know that’s the way I feel when I say that prayer:

that we can do almost anything…

anything “through Christ who gives us strength.” [Philippians 4:13]

Conclusion
This month – January – is named after Janus,

an ancient Roman god with two faces:

one looking back, the other looking ahead.

When I -- in January and like Janus – look back,

I simply have to praise God.

And when I look ahead, I have to pray.

You may want to do the same:

first, look back in amazement at what God has done here…

and shout “Hallelujah!

then, look ahead in anticipation of what God can still do here…

and say “Help!”

There is even a prayer I suggest we use in this new year.

It was written by a Roman Catholic priest named Ignatius Loyola.

This priest – Ignatius Loyola – 

and Martin Luther, the priest who founded the Lutheran church,

have much in common.

They were contemporaries.

They both lived in western Europe.

They both wanted to spread the gospel.

They both sought to reform the church.

They both suffered for their attempted reformations:

Luther was forced to leave the church;

Loyola’s followers -- the Jesuits -- were for a long time forbidden to work in the church. 

One significant difference, though:

Luther emphasized what we don’t deserve…

and what God has done for us;

Loyola emphasized what God deserves…

and what we should do in response to all that God has done for us.

I thought you should know this difference before you hear the prayer –

the prayer I commend to all of you for this new year…

the prayer of Ignatius Loyola.

Let’s pray:

“Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve:

to give and not count the cost;

to fight and not heed the wounds;

to work and not ask for rest;

to labor and not seek any reward,

except that of knowing we are doing your will.  Amen.

	On 18 January 2004, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050 60th Street N in Stillwater MN.  If you have comments or questions, please call the church: (651) 770-3618.
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