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     Pentecost 12

Late summer stretch: our need for exercise

[Micah 6:6-8;  1 Corinthians 9:24-27;  Mark 9:14-29 NLT]

In the beginning…

I’m stuck.

Perhaps you are too.

We start following Jesus, then seem to stall.

We hit the road to glory running, then slow to a crawl.

We’re overjoyed; 

we’ve escaped the problems of our old way of life, 

then we get overwhelmed 

and never quite enjoy the pleasures of the new life.

We’re so impressed that Jesus has freed us;


then get depressed because Jesus doesn’t seem to fulfill us.

The fire in our heart cools;


our energy evaporates;



our praise grows very faint.

We join the ranks of the mumblers and grumblers –


those who find fault with the music or the message or the manners of the staff.

Of course, we’re not always stuck, are we?

We attend a festival worship service,


are moved by the music and the message,



and literally skip back to our car in the parking lot.

But on the way home, the squabbles start…


and we’re stuck again.

Weekend retreats, though, produce a much longer high, don’t they?

We become a “promise keeper” or a “woman of faith”


and return home determined that – this time – things will be different.

We pledge: 

“I’ll be a good spouse, a better parent;

I’ll be your best friend, the company’s best employee.”

But somehow – bit by bit – the old ways return;


in the end, the job still bores us…relationships still bug us.

 We don’t feel very Christian;


and perhaps worst of all, we don’t even care.

We’re stuck…again.

A few people, though, never seem to get stuck.

Pastor Jerry – almost 80 – was so happy he sometimes seemed giddy.

He was aged, but still very much alive.

When I talked with him,


he would excitedly tell me what the Lord had said to him that day.

Aunt Eleonore lived in a small house.

A widow, she was surrounded by pictures of her children and grandchildren.

She had aches and she had pain,


but she never seemed to complain.

She never failed to sense the good that God was doing in her life.

“God’s mercy” she liked to tell me, “is new every morning.”

Ernie Brown was stricken with MS in his 30’s.

Now in his 40’s, it takes him a half hour to eat half a sandwich.

His words come out with spit and in spurts.

Recently – when asked what his sickness had taught him about God – 

he simply said: “God is good.”

These three people don’t seem to be stuck.

Why not?

Why do their lives seem to be more fulfilled?

Do they know the cure for chronic spiritual fatigue?

If so, what is it?

When I examined their lives,


I discovered that they all had one thing in common:



they exercised.

Two were old and one was infirm;


but they still exercised.

On the next three Sundays, 

Pastor Stephen and I will share 

some of the spiritual exercises that were part of their daily routine.

Those exercises are listed on the front of the insert. [sermon insert]

Today, though, I’ll focus on our need for such exercises.

I’ll propose two reasons for exercising


as well as one reason for not exercising –



then let you decide if this is what you need to do when you’re stuck.

Why exercise?

1)  Two reasons for…

Why exercise?

The first reason?


Because God is not safe!

A prophet named Micah has told us:

The Lord has told you…this is what he requires: … to walk humbly with your God.  [Micah 6:8 NLT]

Walk with God –


we assume this is a cake-walk;



we think the going will be easy because God is easy-going.

Pastor Mark Buchanan tells of a woman he met after a funeral service.

“That was so nice what you said…really nice,” said the woman.


“I’m religious too.  

The family always asks me to pray for the weather when we go golfing.”

Is this woman’s image of God our idol?

Do we see God as a cosmic lackey, 


an errand boy we call on to make our golf games pleasant?

Do we picture him as a half-daft old grandpa,


hair sprouting from his ears, yes,



but the kindly overseer of a nice religion…




a nice easy-going old man 

who simply smiles at our little pranks and peccadilloes?

Bad theology always results in bad living.

In other words, 

if our picture of God isn’t accurate,

the picture will get us into a predicament…even get us stuck.

When trouble comes, the idol we’ve fashioned may not;


and this god – who won’t do what we want –



well, we don’t want to have anything to do with him.

Folks, God isn’t nice; he’s not easy-going.

He tells us that he is a consuming fire  [Deuteronomy 4:24 NIV]

When his Son came to planet earth,


he did not come to bring peace, but a sword  [Matthew 10:34 NCV]

No wonder a New Testament writer tells us:


It is a dreadful thing to fall into the hands of the living God  [Hebrews 10:31 NIV]

God isn’t nice…and he’s not safe.

We can’t manage him;


he manages us...



and you can never predict what he will do.

Uzzah was a priest…


and part of the parade that followed a dance-king named David into Jerusalem.

There were no floats in this parade –


just an ox-cart bearing the ark of the covenant…

the sacred ark of the covenant.

An ox stumbles, the cart lurches, the ark teeters and totters.

Uzzah reaches out to steady it.

He simply tried to keep the ark from tumbling to the ground;


he tried to keep the flag from touching the dirt.

And God kills him on the spot. [2 Samuel 6]
Go figure.

Do you remember what C S Lewis wrote in The Chronicles of Narnia?

Listen again to the conversation about Aslan, 

the lion who served as Lewis’ picture of God.

Mrs Beaver said, “If there’s anyone who can appear before Aslan without their knees knocking, they’re either braver than most or else just silly.”



“Then he isn’t safe?” asked Lucy.

“Safe?” said Mr Beaver; “don’t you hear what Mrs Beaver tells you?  … ‘Course he isn’t safe.  But he’s good.  He’s the King, I tell you.”

God isn’t safe.

You can never predict what he might do.

If you and I, then, want to take a walk with this wild God,


we need to be in shape;



and we must exercise to get into the shape we need.

Though God cares about a sparrow,


he’s not overly concerned that you and I get parking spaces near the mall entrance.

His over-riding concern is to get us home.

And that is another reason for exercise:


the world through which we journey on the way home – 

the world is not secure.

You know that; I know that.

We all know that on planet earth, “scheiß” happens.

(I felt free to use the German word because Martin Luther did.)

“Scheiß” happens.

The basement floods; the car breaks down; and oops! the check wasn’t in the mail.

We lose our job; we lose our health; we lose our loved one.

How can we handle all this…all this “scheiß”?

Before we answer that question,


let me share with you what I did last week.

After a young, good-looking pastor joined our staff this month,


I became concerned about job security…



so concerned that I prepared a resume.

I began by listing my name, address and contact numbers.

Then I focused on my education.

I emphasized that I studied 8 years at a school in Beaver Dam, Wisconsin…


that I graduated with high marks from this grade school.

That filled one page.

Since a one page resume is what employers want,


I felt my resume was complete.

In the next few weeks, 

I plan to follow Shawn’s lead 

and use that resume to apply for a job at a bank.

If that doesn’t work, I think I’ll seek a teaching position at a local school.

Carmen watched me prepare my resume.

She asked my about my experiences in 8th grade –


specifically if I had a girlfriend.

I told her about Helene…


how one day after school, we went out to share a soda.

We didn’t talk much;


she giggled and I grunted.

Actually, we never talked much.

A few days later, the romance was over:


I said she was fat; she told me that I had zits; we broke up.

I learned a lot from that experience.

I told Carmen that if Mom dies before me, 

I can use that experience to get another woman.

Since I no longer have zits, 

I only need to find a female who isn’t fat.

You think I’m crazy, don’t you?

You think I’m crazy for believing 

that I can get a good job with my 8th grade education…

that I can get a good woman with my 8th grade idea of romance.

Well, if I’m crazy, what about you?

Why are so many of us still trying to get through this world with an 8th grade faith?

In Hong Kong – at the Anglican cathedral – I met a young British woman 


whose husband was tragically killed in a car accident.

I remember her saying – through her tears –


“What I learned in confirmation class never prepared me for this.”

She was right, you know.

If we want to get through this world…


if we want to get through all the “scheiß” that happens in this world,



we need to upgrade our 8th grade faith.

And building your faith – like building your body – requires exercise.

Do you remember the incident that Mark recorded in his gospel --


the young boy with an evil spirit…



and the older disciples without the power to help the boy?

Do you remember what Jesus said

when his disciples asked why they couldn’t cast out the evil spirit?

This kind, said Jesus…


This kind can be cast out only by prayer.  [Mark 9:29 NLT]

Do you also remember what Jesus did -- or actually didn’t do – 

when he healed the boy?

He didn’t pray, did he?

Why not?

Because he had already prayed…


almost every day for most of his life. 

To deal with all the “scheiß” that happens on planet earth,


we’ve got to be ready;



like Jesus, we need to do our exercises before it hits the fan.

2)  One reason against…

A pastor named Paul reminds us of the need for exercise:

You’ve all been to the stadium and seen the athletes race.  Everyone runs; one wins.  Run to win.  All good athletes train hard.  I don’t know about you, but I’m running hard for the finish line.  I’m giving it everything I got.  …  I’m staying in top condition.            [1 Corinthians 9:24-27 MSG]

We know there are two good reasons for exercising;


there also is one for not.

In other words, we can do the right thing for the wrong reason.

So don’t exercise to extract –


don’t exercise to extract something from God.

Don’t get in shape just to get something from God.

It simply won’t work.

If you do your spiritual exercises…


if you develop a strong faith,



will God love you more?

And if you don’t exercise, 


will God love you less?

The answer? No! and No!

God has already shown just how much he loves each of us.

You remember what Pastor Paul told us, don’t you?

God showed his great love for us by sending Christ to die for us while we were still sinners.  [Romans 5:8 NLT]

So don’t exercise to extract;


exercise to experience…



experience more of God’s presence and power on the journey home.

That, I submit, is why that pastor named Paul also tells us:


continue to work out your salvation…  [Philippians 2:12 NIV]
Please note that the good pastor did not say:

work for your salvation.

There is nothing you and I can do to get a life from God.

But once we get a life from God, 

there is so much that we can do

Eight times in the New Testament,


God tells people like us



-- people who are saved by his grace and through faith --




eight times God tells us, Make every effort.





Make every effort to be holy…





Make every effort to keep the unity…





Make every effort to enter rest…






( I like that one: work to rest.)

I especially like what a man called Peter has written.

He shows us what God does for us


and what we need to do for ourselves.

Listen first to what God has done for us.

His divine power gives us everything we need for living a godly life. … And by that same mighty power, he has given us all of his rich and wonderful promises. …

Now listen to what we are to do…and what we will experience:

So make every effort [there’s that phrase again] to apply the benefits of these promises to your life.  Then your faith will produce…  The more you grow like this, the more you will become productive and useful… [1 Peter 1:3-5,8 NLT]
One more time:


don’t exercise to extract;



exercise to experience…




experience more of God’s presence and power on the journey home.

Exercise so you won’t get stuck along the way.

At the end…
Let me tell you about Busia.

Busia is a patch of land between the borders of Uganda and Kenya.

If you want to flee the savagery of Uganda for the safety of Kenya, 


you first go to a wood hut

where Ugandan customs officers search your baggage then your body.

Next you enter a brick building 

where immigration officers shuffle papers until you bribe them to stamp your passport.

When you finally exit that second building, 

you breathe a sigh of relief, thinking you’re in Kenya.

But you’re not; you’re in Busia --


the Kenya border still lies 1000 feet away.

Busia –

one football field wide, three football fields long…

much smoke and many smells…

no electricity, no plumbing…and no laws.

Nobody seems to like Busia; 

neither Kenya nor Uganda claim it.

Most people just want to get out of Busia and on with their lives.

A few, though, seem to be stuck there.

Why?

Why in the world would anyone want to be stuck in Busia?

I don’t know; do you?

I only know that 

sometimes you and I can find ourselves stuck in a place like that –



stalled and stagnating on the journey home.

If you don’t want to stay in a place like Busia…


if you want to fulfilled in life – not just freed from death --



then come back here for the next three weeks.

Learn three exercises that will help you get on with the journey…


three exercises that will help you walk with a good God who is not safe



through a bad world that is not secure.

Learn those exercises so you won’t get stuck.

And, folks, if you’re unstuck, 


there’s a good chance that you won’t get unglued



the next time “scheiß” hits the fan in your life.

	On 27 August 2006, 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).


PAGE  
1

