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Pentecost 16

More than survivors
You can be more than a survivor

Introduction

Have you heard about the Survivor showed planned for the fall season?
6 men will be dropped on an island.

Each man will have 4 kids.

Each kid plays 2 sports and 1 musical instrument.

There is no fast food restaurant on the island.

Each man must keep his assigned hut clean,


do all the cooking and laundry



as well as take care of his 4 kids.

There is only 1 TV on the island,


and it has no remote.

However, a man can only watch TV 


when all his kids are asleep and all his chores done.

Each man must wear makeup,


which he applies either while driving or making 4 lunches.

Each man must also do the following:


make a teepee with 6 toothpicks, 1 tortilla and a marker,



get a 4-year old to eat a serving of peas,




clean up after a sick child at 3:00am,





and attend all school meetings for each kid.

The kids vote them off the island based on their performance.

The winner is the man left with enough energy 

to make wild and passionate love to his spouse at a moment’s notice.

This is no laughing matter, guys.
I suspect that the women may have an advantage on the adventure 

that we all officially begin next week.

During this 50 day exercise 


-- which gets its name from that TV series called  “Survivors” --



we’re going to explore what it takes 

not just to survive, but to thrive, as God’s people in the world.
In other words, you and I will learn 

that we can be more than survivors on this island called planet earth.

Our adventure, then, will be more a reality show than a fantasy tale.

In fact, this morning I would like to take a few moments 

to help you get ready for the adventure.

I would like to share with you three realities in our lives as God’s people.
We could call these three realities the “ground rules” for the adventure.

The better we understand and accept these realities,


the better chance you and I have to become more than survivors.
Life is a journey…
It helps if we can see our lives as a journey.
Many people, of course, do this.

Buddhists in Asia picture life as a journey.

New-agers in North America write poetry about life as a journey.

Advertisers pitch their products to us,


based on the premise that life is a journey.

“Life’s a journey, travel light”


says the maker of Hugo Boss jeans.

“Life’s a journey, enjoy the ride”


says the manufacturer of Nissan vehicles.

1)   …in a foreign country (the 1st reality)

If we, however, want to be more than survivors,


it is absolutely essential that we see our lives as a special journey.

We need to see our life as a journey in a foreign country.

That is the first reality.

Through a spokesperson named Peter,

God addresses his people throughout the world



and calls them – and us -- “aliens and strangers” in the world. [1 Peter 2:11 NIV]
Down through the ages, many of God’s people have embraced this reality.

A New Testament pastor named Paul claims that


“our citizenship is in heaven” [Philippians 3:20 NIV]
An Old Testament poet named David – in a prayer to God – 

expresses a belief that we all need to echo:


“I live with you (God) as an alien, a stranger, as all my fathers were.” 

[Psalm 39:13 NIV]
I’ve said this before; I’ll say it again:

my wife Karen and daughter Carmen
are not the only holders of a “green card” in this church.

All of us who claim to be God’s people while living in these United States 

are holding a “green card”.

“Our citizenship,” you remember, “is in heaven.”  [Philippians 3:20 NIV]
I submit that our ancestors understood this reality much better than we do today.
I remember my grandfather speaking of the “old country” –


the country from which he came.

I also remember him never feeling quite comfortable in his “new country”.

In fact, I cannot even count the times 

that he told me he was a man “on his way”…on his way nach Heim – home.

One of my grandfather’s heroes was Abraham.

And, if we can recall today’s first lesson, it’s easy to understand why.

We are told this man, too, viewed life as a journey in a foreign country.
Do you remember the words?

“By faith, Abraham…made his home in the promised land like a stranger in a foreign country.   He lived in tents. … He was looking forward to the city with foundations, whose…builder is God.” [Hebrews 11:9-10 NIV]
Our parents and grandparents sang a song entitled, 

“I’m but a stranger here, heaven is my home.”

We don’t sing that song anymore


-- it’s not even in our song-books --



and it’s starting to show.

Recent studies by the Barna Research Group indicated

no significant life-style difference 

between Christians and the rest of North American society.

In a nation-wide survey among born-again adults,


not one said that the most important goal in their life 

was to be a committed follower of Jesus Christ.

In fact, the survey revealed that 

we – as Christians -- spend 7 times more time and money on entertainment 

than we do on spiritual activities.

Even though we as Americans 

– with our baseball caps, big mouths and brand-name sports shoes --

stand out when we travel abroad,



(by the way, that’s what makes us such easy targets for terrorists)




you and I – it seems -- are not standing out as God’s people 

in this foreign country (the USA).

It’s now almost impossible to tell 
who are the natives…

and who of us are “aliens and strangers” here

Next August, my wife Karen will qualify for US citizenship.

If she decides to become a citizen,


this – in part – is the pledge she will have to make (printed on the insert):
“I hereby declare, on oath, that I absolutely…renounce…all allegiance…to any foreign prince, … state or sovereignty of which I have been a subject; … that I will bear true faith and allegiance to the United States of America.”

Many of us never had to take that oath. 

Why? because we were born in these United States.

But none of us is a naturally born citizen of God’s kingdom.
At sometime, someplace – often at our baptism or confirmation –


we took an “oath of citizenship”.

We first renounced… 

renounced all foreign powers…especially the devil and all his ways.

We then announced…

announced that we will bear true faith and allegiance to God and his kingdom.

In view of all those Barna surveys 

that are casting doubt on our allegiance to God and his kingdom,


do you and I perhaps need to make that pledge again?

“I hereby declare that I absolutely renounce all allegiance to any foreign prince or state…that I bear true faith and allegiance to my God and his kingdom” 

Life is a journey.

But if we are God’s people,


our life is a journey in a foreign land.

It is also a journey with many detours.
That is the second reality.

2)   …with many detours (the 2nd reality)

If you ever lived overseas, especially in a developing country,

you know that the days of your life rarely go as planned.
In the morning, you discover that there is no electricity to make your coffee.

In the afternoon, you learn that there is no water to flush your toilet.

And in the evening -- when you are hopelessly stuck in a traffic jam –

you find that you can’t even get to a toilet.

None of that, of course, happens here, does it?
Yet, compared to our home in heaven,

even the United States of America is a “third-world country”.

Our life in this land doesn’t always go as planned, does it?
There are detours along the way…


destinations that we never reach.

And if you find this hard to believe,


just remember what happened 3 years ago…on 9/11.

Our immigrant ancestors seemed to understand

what life in a foreign land is like.

They understood that it included many unexpected twists and turns.

I remember my grandfather telling stories –

stories of how life in the “new world” surprised him;

it was so different than he had expected.

Perhaps that is why many of our ancestors – like my grandfather –

identified with Abraham.

They saw in him their own story...

a story of adventure, yes,



but also a story of uncertainty as to what the adventure would bring.

Remember:

Abraham – when called to go to a place -- obeyed and went, even though he didn’t know where he was going.  [Hebrews 11:8 NIV]
Abraham didn’t have a clue that his journey to the promised land

would include a detour:

a trip to – and trouble in – Egypt.

That kind of thing happens, though, to all of God’s people

-- to all of us – as we travel to the promised land.

This past week, I read an article written by a pastor in Seattle, Washington.
He wrote of the detours encountered by members of his church.

“I am reminded how many in my congregation can attest to Abraham-like pilgrimages of their own.  Journeys marked by forks in the road and transitions they hadn’t counted on.

A junior high school teacher now owns his own carpet-cleaning business.  An auto mechanic is now a school custodian.  A bank officer is now an addictions counselor.  An accountant is now a missionary in Africa.  A former pastor is now a corporate consultant.”
He goes on to mention other unplanned changes in life journeys.
”A young wife and mother whose husband was killed in a helicopter crash.  A thirty-something nurse blindsided with leukemia.  A 50-year-old man whose wife walked out after 30 years of marriage.  A forty-something widow with five children now remarried and on a mission field.”

That’s what happened to some of God’s people in Seattle.
Sound familiar?

Look around…look at yourself…

and you’ll see that it happens to God’s people in Stillwater, too.
Many of us here today have similar stories to tell, don’t we? 

Detours along the way.
Destinations never reached.

How, then, can we cope with this reality?

How can we cope with what William Barclay called the “changes and chances” of life?

Many, you know, don’t;

so how can we?

It helps if you and I can see all the detours in our lives as “divine”.
In other words, it helps if we know that God is at work…

that he is constructing our lives as we go…as we travel to the promised land.
That is the third reality.

3)   …but God is at work (the 3rd reality)

Abraham -- 

the man who envisioned himself living life as “a stranger in a foreign country”…



the man who encountered detours along his journey through life --



that man also embraced the belief that God was at work in his life.

We are told this:


By faith, Abraham…considered him faithful who made the promise. [Hebrews 11:11 NIV]
God had promised Abraham a son

God had promised Abraham a new land.

And Abraham believed that God was managing the affairs of his life 

to make those promises come true.

What happened?

I think we all know:


Abraham got his son…Abraham got to the new land.

God obviously did his work…just as he had promised.
What promise has God made to you and me?

What has God said that he will do for us on the journey we call life?

How about this?

In all things God works…

In all things God works for the good of those who love him. [Romans 8:28 NIV]
Did you hear that?

If you love God


-- and I am confident that most of you do --



God is on your side.
You matter to him.

He wants nothing more than to get you home

He already gave his son to get you as his child.
And now he is working to get you at his side.

No matter where you are on the journey home, this is good news.

God is for you, not against you!

This is good news if you’re still waiting for your ship to come in.

This is good news if you fear the ship you’re on is called the Titanic 

This is good news if you’ve had to change ships…


if you’ve had to jump from the love boat a life boat because of a divorce.

This is good news if you feel your ship is sinking in a tidal wave of grief.

No matter what circumstances…


no matter what detours…



no matter what uncharted destinations,




in all things, God works… works for the good of those who love him.



[Romans 8:28 NIV]
No wonder a pastor named Paul claims that


in all…things, we are more than conquerors.

Nothing can stop God…


nothing can stop us

The God who gave Abraham a son to call his own


has given us his son so he call us his own.
The God who worked to get Abraham to his promised land


is now working to get us to our promised land.

All because of One who loves us,


we will be – no, we are – more than just survivors!

Have you ever heard of Dirk Been?

Even if you don’t know his name, you may know his story.

Dirk grew up in a Christian family on a dairy farm in Wisconsin.
After he graduated from a Christian college in Washington,


he became the youth pastor of a church in Seattle. 

In the fall of 1999, though, his position at the church was eliminated.

Although Dirk believed that God had called him to ministry,


he didn’t know where he would serve.

So, he decided to drive back to Wisconsin 

and spend the Thanksgiving holiday with his folks.

When he arrived at the family farm,


Dirk discovered that his ATM card had been stolen…and his life savings gone.

As he ate turkey and dressing with his family,


Dirk’s attitude wasn’t as sweet as his mother’s candied yams.

He was upset…


he felt he had no choice but to stay at his folks’ house and help with the chores.

One evening, as he watched TV with his Dad,


Dirk’s curiosity was aroused by a blurb 

that invited people to apply for a spot on a reality show to be filmed in Borneo.

The next day, Dirk made a video…and sent it off to Hollywood.

Six weeks later, he learned that 

he had been chosen to be one of 16 castaways on a TV series called Survivor.

If you were among the 26 million people who watched each episode of Survivor that summer,

you know what happened…



you know that Dirk made a name for himself…and the Lord.

No, he didn’t win a million dollars as the lone survivor;


in fact, he was voted off the island after only 15 days.

But Dirk Been – the vocal Bible-toting farmer –

used the platform of a national TV show to share his faith.

And to this day, Dirk continues to share his faith as an inspirational speaker.

Whenever he gives his testimony, though,


Dirk is quick to acknowledge how God worked out a “divine detour” in his life…



how God transformed a car-trip to Wisconsin 

into a simulated shipwreck in the South China sea


that propelled him into a ministry he had never anticipated,



but that God had planned all along.

Conclusion

Dirk Been is more than a survivor.
And he will be the first to tell you that he learned to thrive spiritually


from his folks on the farm and his friends at college.

Next Sunday, as we begin our 50-day adventure,


old friends will come and share their secrets with us.

People like Moses and Esther, Paul and Ruth


-- individuals who not only survived, but actually thrived in a foreign culture --



will tell us what God did in their lives;

they also will share what they did.

You and I would do well to come each Sunday…and listen to their stories.

We also would do well to meet with a small group of fellow travelers each week –


meet to explore what we, too, can do to thrive as God’s people in this world.
And, of course, it always helps to keep track of progress in a daily journal.

As I mentioned, the 50-day journey that we will make

is more of a reality show than a fantasy adventure.

After all, we are castaways on an island called earth.

Life on this island is tough;


things don’t go as planned.
We need to know, then, what God is doing…


and what we can do.

It is my prayer – as your pastor – 

that you will find this adventure not only exciting, but life changing…


that, by mid-November, you too will be “more than a survivor”.

	On 19 September 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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