March 18, 2007                                                                                                4th Sunday in Lent

On Beyond Zebra

Ephesians 2:1-10
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What am I here for?  I don’t necessarily mean right now, this morning.  I mean, generally speaking, why am I here, in these shoes, in this skin, on this planet, at this time and place?  At some point, everybody asks this question.  What am I here for?

There are realtors who love working with people and helping families find homes, but they don’t come home filled with deep inner joy because of their last showing.  There are insurance salesmen who are grateful that each sale puts food on the table, but the thought of selling one more policy won’t lift them to new emotional highs.  Stockbrokers, scientists, plumbers and police officers alike, despite their commitment to their careers, will often admit that their secular vocation does not offer enough meaning to satisfy the deeper needs that stir in their souls.

Jesus said in John 10:10 that He came so that we would have life, and have it abundantly.  (Some translations say, “have life to the full.”)  I want to ask you a question.  Are you living life to the fullest?  At the end of your day, before you crawl into bed, do you look back on your day with deep inner joy and say to yourself, “This is what I was made to do.”?

For many of us, the answer is often a nagging “no” with a longing for something that’s missing, but which we can’t seem to put a finger on.  So what’s missing?  A famous theologian may have the answer to that question.  You all know him as Dr. Seuss.  You’ve probably never thought of Dr. Seuss as a theologian, but embedded in his rhymes and tongue twisters are profound truths.

Allow me to read for you an excerpt from one of Dr. Seuss’ lesser known limericks, On Beyond Zebra.

Said Conrad Cornelius o’Donald o’Dell,

My very young friend who was learning to spell:

“The A is for Ape.  The B is for Bear.

“The C is for Camel.  The H is for Hare.

“The M is for Mouse.  And the R is for rat.

I know all the twenty-six letters like that…

“…through to Z is for Zebra.  I know them all well.”

Said Conrad Cornelius o’Donald o’Dell.

“So now I know everything anyone knows

“From beginning to end.  From the start to the close.

“Because Z is as far as the alphabet goes.”

Then he almost fell flat on his face on the floor

When I picked up the chalk and drew one letter more!

A letter he never had dreamed of before!

“In the places I go there are things that I see

“That I never could spell if I stopped with the Z.

“I’m telling you this ‘cause you’re one of my friends.

“My alphabet starts where your alphabet ends!

My alphabet starts with this letter called YUZZ.

It’s the letter I use to spell Yuzz-a-ma-Tuzz.

You’ll be sort of surprised what there is to be found

Once you go beyond Z and start poking around!

So, on beyond Zebra!

Explore!

Like Columbus!

Discover new letters!

Like WUM is for Wumbus,

My high-spouting whale who lives high on a hill

And who never comes down ‘til it’s time to refill.

So, on beyond Z!  It’s high time you were shown

That you really don’t know all there is to be known.

(Dr. Seuss, On Beyond Zebra.  © Random House, 1955)

VOL as in Volunteer

Is that what’s missing?  Is your alphabet too short?  Your alphabet stops at Z, when it should go on beyond Zebra.  What is the missing letter?  YUZZ as in Yuzz-a-ma-Tuzz?  WUM as in Wumbus?  I believe it could be VOL as in Volunteer.

The Chinese word for volunteer is 義工.  It combines the characters for righteousness and work or service.  A volunteer then is a worker of righteousness, or a righteous servant.  Sounds over the top, but in Isaiah 41:2 God calls us to righteous service.  In Luke 12:35 Jesus tells us to be dressed and ready for service.  When we volunteer, we are carrying out our calling to be the righteous servants that God made us to be.

Volunteer: This is What I was Made for

God made us to do more than pay the bills, watch TV, and go to bed.  He made us for more than going to work.  He created us for good works.  Ephesians 2:10 says we are God’s workmanship.  He made us, and he made us for a specific purpose.  He created us in Christ Jesus to do good works which He himself prepared in advance for us to do.  These good works, aimed at our neighbors, for the benefit of our neighbors, gives substance to the Gospel.  When we say “God loves you”, it’s easier to comprehend what that means if you can see it in action through another person.  

God places in each person a desire to carry out those good works.  When we fail to do these good works, we get that nagging feeling that we’re missing something in life.  Being a volunteer gets us out of that rut.  It gets us on beyond zebra and the sleepy Zzzzzz of life’s routines to a better and more fulfilling place.

AKSH as in Action.

In high school and college I was a long distance runner.  Cross country in the fall, track & field in the spring.  I was never a great runner.  Once in a while I finished in the top three, and I even broke the tape a couple of times.  Usually I finished somewhere in the middle of the pack.

Every now and then, I catch a track meet on TV.  World Championships, Olympic tryouts, etc.  These men and women are world class athletes – absolutely awesome.  They can run a mile in about 3½ minutes.  But as they cross the finish line at world record speeds, I always think back to my days as a runner and long to be out there again.  You see, If I had to choose between watching the fastest guy in the world from the side lines, or being out there myself I’d choose to be in the action in a second.

Once you’ve discovered VOL you’ll quickly discover AKSH as in Action.  The word “work” in Greek is also sometimes translated as “action.”  When Jesus said, “Pick up your cross and follow me” he was inviting us to get in the action, righteous action, and action is the difference from watching on the sidelines and being in the game.  

What about you?  Where are you when it comes to being the person God created you to be?  Are you in the game, or are you sipping lattes on the sidelines?  Wouldn’t you rather be in the game?  Volunteering is how one goes from spiritual benchwarmer to first string.

OPTIONAL STUFF

“But why not just hire more church staff?” you say.  Well, first of all, we could never afford it.  As ministry grows, staff does grow, to a point.  But what happens in most churches is that our ability to pay full time church workers will fall further and further behind ministry opportunities.  [Show chart].  And besides, even if we could afford unlimited staff, we would be committing spiritual malpractice.

Ephesians 4:12  “God made some to be apostles, some to be prophets, some to be evangelists, and some to be pastors and teachers, to prepare God’s people for works of service, so that the body of Christ may be built up…”  In other words, my job, Pastor Gary’s job, is not to do everything so that you don’t have to.  Our job is to prepare you for works of service.  If that’s not happening we have not done our job.

One of the best ways to start living the life God made you for is to be a volunteer.  Consider volunteering your time and talents in the service of the church.  You probably think I’m just trying to sucker more people into doing free manual labor.  Some people even think I should feel guilty asking busy people to give up even more of their time.  I don’t feel guilty though, because when I invite someone to volunteer, I am inviting people to be used by God in ways they never imagined.  I get to see people empowered to use gifts they never knew they had.  I get to encourage people as they take on new levels of responsibility.  And I get to see the look on their faces when they realize God has used them to touch another human being.
Volunteers help in countless ways.  They help take care of the grounds, change light bulbs, and fold bulletins.  They spend time with our Chinese friends at China Place.  Volunteers can be anyone from musicians, sound people, and even PowerPoint operators on Sunday morning, isn’t that right Carmen?  [That’s right Pastor Stephen].  In fact, worship would be much more difficult without you.  [I KNOW!] These “righteous actions” sound simple and mundane, but they make profound differences.  Someone who helps make coffee between services once told me she loves the idea that the coffee she puts out helps people gather for Christian fellowship.

So how do you get beyond zebra to Volunteer?  First, it begins with confession.  Confess to God that we haven’t done the works that He created us to do.  We get so wrapped up in our own space, our own time, our own wants… Tell God you’re sorry for making life all about yourself, ask for forgiveness, and ask Him to help you become the righteous servant he made you to be.

Second, remember the Holy Spirit.  He creates faith in you, bestows on you unique gifts for service, and empowers you to use those gifts.

Third, find out what your gifts are.  Pray that God will help you discover and utilize your unique gifts.  Also, consider taking something called a Spiritual Gifts Inventory.  These are usually simple questionnaires or surveys that help people find out where their gifts and passions are.  You can find one that I’ve used before at the following web site. [http://www.elca.org/evangelism/assessments/spiritgifts.html].  There are also some at the worship kiosk you can take home.  It takes 10-15 minutes, and a “key” will help you interpret the results.  

Forth, talk to your pastors, youth minister, worship ministers.  Share with them your gifts and passions, and ask them what opportunities exist and where you might begin putting your gifts in to action.  In the process, you may find out that some things are not for you.  That’s not a bad thing; it just means you might want to try something else.  You may also find where your gifts are, but that they’re rusty and need sharpening.  So, things may be bumpy for a while, but the growth is part of the reward.

Fifth, clear the clutter, distractions, and excuses from your life.  No one can call himself a faithful servant who is constantly distracted, blown here and there by every wind of change.  It is impossible to be God’s righteous servant if we’re pulled in countless directions, too busy to pick up the cross and follow Jesus.  I’ve been a pastor for less than a year, but I have already heard almost every excuse in the book.  “It’s too far to drive.  I’m going to the cabin that weekend.  The kids have soccer.  I was going to come but something came up.”  The things that we fill our lives with are often what get us stuck at Z because they keep us from the work God wants us to do.

Thinking beyond Z may seem difficult at times, but my prayer today is that I have inspired you just a little bit to go beyond Zebra.  Taking the first step seems difficult, but once you’ve taken it you’ll never want to stop.  Would it help to know that even Young Conrad Cornelius o’Donald o’Dell was able to go far beyond Zebra?

May I read the ending to On Beyond Zebra?  

The places I took him!

I tried hard to tell

Young Conrad Cornelius o’Donald o’Dell

A few brand new wonderful words he might spell.

I led him around and I tried hard to show

There are things beyond Z that most people don’t know.

I took him past Zebra as far as I could.

And I think, perhaps, maybe I did him some good…

Because, finally, he said:

“This is really great stuff!


“And I guess the old alphabet




“ISN’T enough!”


Now the letters he uses are something to see!


Most people still stop at the Z…


But not HE!
