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Getting home…safely

[Mark 13:13 NIV]
Jesus said, “He who stands firm to the end will be saved.”

Introduction

He was a tough judge.

He was an even tougher commissioner.

When Judge Kennesaw Mountain Landis 

became major league baseball’s first commissioner, 

he resolved to clean up the sport 

that was corrupted by ties to organized gambling.

But the man was ruthless.

He arbitrarily banned more than 40 players from the game.

The rosters of whole teams – like the Chicago Black Sox – were decimated

The careers of innocent players – like Shoeless Joe Jackson – were ruined.

Why was Landis so harsh?

The judge once observed:

“Baseball is more than a game to an American boy (or girl).  

It is a training field for life.”

The game of baseball…and the game of life –

there does seem to be a relationship between the two.

The objectives of the two games are identical, aren’t they?

You have to get home;


it’s the only thing that matters.

And many of the strategies, I submit, are also surprisingly similar.

Several years ago – on a Confirmation Sunday such as this –

I compared the game of baseball with the game of life.

Since that day, a number of you have requested 

to hear that – or a similar – message again.

So this morning, let’s do that.

As five of our young women 

(two of whom are avid ball players)

profess their faith in Jesus 

and pledge their lives to him,

let’s join them.

Let’s join them in looking at the strategy for baseball,


looking also into statements from God’s word



and discover how to follow Jesus all the way to the end…




how to get home…safely.

Getting home…safely

1) Keep your eye on home
First of all, keep your eye on home.

That’s crucial – in baseball…and in life.

If you’ve ever played the game – baseball or softball --

you know how good it feels when you get a hit and get on base.

But the goal is not to get on base;

the goal is to get home; 

it’s the only way you can score.

The crowd cheers loudest and longest 
when you round third base and slide safely into home;

They moan and groan, though, 
if you are left stranded on the bases.

In our Lutheran tradition, we baptize infants and confirm young adults.

We believe that, in baptism, God gets us to first base…


he gets us started on the journey home.

We also believe that, at the time of our confirmation, 
we move into scoring position;



we get to second base 
as we acknowledge what God is doing in our lives





and affirm that we will follow him all the way home.

Sadly, in our Lutheran tradition, many never make it home;

they are left stranded on the bases.

The number of children who never make it past first base


-- the number of children who are baptized but never confirmed in our churches –



is not hundreds but thousands…each year.

The number of young people who are left stranded in scoring position on second base

-- the number of young people who are confirmed in our churches…

those young people who confess they love the Lord

but never go on to worship and work for the Lord they say they love --





they, too, can be counted in the thousands…annually.

Brothers and sisters,


no matter who you are…no matter where you are on the base-paths of life…



if you’ve recently been baptized and reached first base…



if you’re being confirmed today and moving into scoring position…



if you’ve been a faithful member of God’s team for decades 

and now find yourself on third base…




it means nothing…it doesn’t count for a thing





unless – and until – you get home.

We are told that the angels celebrate – in other words, they party –


when just one of us gets home safely.

But they must weep – and they must wail – 

over the countless number of people who never make it.

Time and again, God reminds you and me to keep our eye on home.

Through a variety of different writers –


he tells us of a “new heaven and a new earth”;



he says that our home -- our “citizenship” is there -- in that “better country”.

He even says that what happens on the base-paths of life isn’t all that important…


that any “present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be 

revealed”

And so he pleads with us to keep our eye on home…

to forget what is behind…strain toward what is ahead…press on toward the goal. [Philippians 3:13-14,20 NIV]
In my office you will find this plaque:


“we aren’t home yet”.

It serves as a daily reminder of what this game we call life is all about.

What are you doing to remind yourself that you aren’t home yet?

What are you doing to keep your eye on home?

In our lives – as in baseball – we need to keep our eyes open…and on home.

We also need to keep our ears open…
and listen to our coaches.

2) Listen to your coaches

The first base coach can help you get into scoring position.

The third base coach can enable you to get home and score.

Who are these coaches in our lives?

If you look in the first base coach’s box, you’ll see some familiar faces.

You may see your parents – 

those people who brought you to God when they brought you to baptism.

You may find a godparent or a grandparent there –


a person who made sure you learned about God…and the game – the game of life.

You may recognize a friend –


an individual who never gave up on you…

an individual who helped you get off the disabled list and on to the field again.

You may find your pastor there –


a person who tried to share with you just how the game is played.

None of these people, though, is a perfect coach;


but they all are what we call “player-coaches”.

In other words, they’re still in the game…just as you are you.

But they’ve got some experience;

they know how the game is played.

Some have not always performed well…
and know what it’s like to be benched.

Others have been injured while playing…
and understand what it means to be disabled.

But they all are veterans who know the game.

They also know you…and, in spite of what they know, they love you.

And they do all that they can to get you into scoring position.

No wonder God tells us to listen to these coaches.
Remember, he says through one of his writers,

remember your leaders who spoke the word of God to you … Obey your leaders and submit to their authority.  They keep watch over you.  [Hebrews 13:7,17 NIV]
The first base coaches help get us into scoring position.

But once we reach second base, we need to rely on the third base coach.

Only he can enable us to reach home and score.

If we look at the box near third base, we may not recognize the coach.

He may be unfamiliar to us.

After all, we – who are part of God’s Lutheran franchise – do not often speak of him.

We do not routinely speak of the Holy Spirit and what he can do.

But Jesus does!

This Jesus – who ascended to heaven to prepare a home for us – 

sent his Holy Spirit into this world to get us home.

And he calls his Spirit our “Helper”.

If you look in the third base coach’s box, 

you’ll quickly discover that this coach is always talking.

Sometimes, the Spirit is talking to us…telling us what to do as the game goes on

…”guiding us into all truth”

At other times, he is simply talking for us…

praying that we – in spite of our injuries – will get home safely.

God warns us, though, about upsetting this third base coach;


he tells us:  do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God  [Ephesians 4:30 NIV]
How do we do that?

By ignoring this coach who is always talking…


by not taking the Spirit’s advice.

Through one of his writers, God reminds us 

that the third base coach is the one who will get us home…


that the Spirit who “began a good work in us” is the one “who will complete it.”

No wonder he urges us – through another writer – to be “filled with this Spirit”.

“Be filled with the Spirit” –


a simple prayer to let the Spirit guide us home…

to give up and give in to this Spirit …

the third base coach who has promised to get us home.

I pray that prayer often…but never often enough.

How about you?

Keep your eyes on home;


listen to what your coaches say;



and, for God’s sake, don’t get picked off base!

3)  Don’t get picked off!

A baseball stadium is not a field of dreams, but a field of distractions.

If you’ve ever played in one, you know what I mean:

there are fans in the stands – and words on the walls – 

all trying to get your attention.

If the admirers or advertisers do catch your attention, though,


the opposing team can easily catch you off base…



and what you will hear and everyone else will see is this: “Yer out!”

On the playing field of life, dreams often become distractions, don’t they?

As we’re playing the game,


we notice a glamorous gal or gorgeous guy on the sidelines…



and we want to spend a life with them.

We hear from a scout in the stands who offers us a better job…



and we want to make more money, even though it means more time at work.

We see walls of ads,,,

glitzy ads that propose we are missing something…something that we will find if…


if we only drink their kind of beer, 

dine at their kind of restaurant, 

buy their kind of car 

and build their kind of castle.

Is it wrong to marry a mate, move to a different company, move up in the world?

Of course not!

But if anyone or anything becomes the focus of our attention…


if anyone or anything entices us to forget 
that the objective of the game is to get home,




we can be caught off guard…and off base!

You see, in the game you and I are playing, 
our opponent isn’t very friendly.

He also isn’t very forthcoming.

Rarely, if ever, does the devil walk up to us, introduce himself and say:


“Hi! My name is Satan.  I’m here to make your life hell.”

He’s much more deceptive.

For example…

God often takes the bad in our lives and eventually turns it into good.

We often struggle with that…and Satan knows it.

So he likes to take the good in our lives and turn it into bad.

He enjoys turning our dreams into distractions…

attractions that lead us astray – and away – from God.

He loves seeing our dreams destroy us.

And if Satan succeeds, he wins; 

we lose…and “we’re out”!

One of God’s writers – a man named Peter – 

wrote an article for all those who are still running the base-paths of life.

To you, to me – to all those who aren’t home yet – he says:  “Don’t get picked off!”

Actually, he wrote these words:

Keep a cool head.  Stay alert.  The devil is poised to pounce, and would like nothing better than to catch you napping.  Keep your guard up. [1 Peter 5:8 MSG]


Tough words, right?

Tough words for people like us who need to be tough with a very tough opponent.

 One final bit of advice…

4) Don’t try to steal home

Don’t try to steal home.

In many leagues – such as the little leagues – 


you can’t steal home – it’s not allowed.

In the big leagues, it’s allowed;


but it rarely happens.

In the game of life – in the game you and I are playing –


stealing home isn’t illegal…it’s just impossible.

You simply can’t steal home.

Why not?

Just look at your “batting average”.

Do you know what kind of average you need to have if you want to steal home?

Nothing less than a 1.000!

1.000!

That means you’ve never been called “out”.

That means that, even when you started to play the game as a child,


you never pouted because you didn’t get your way.

That means that, as you continued to grow and play,


you never cheated…either in school or on your taxes.

That means that, as you’re playing in the final innings,


you never worry about what you will eat and drink or where you will live. 

Some players may appear to have better batting averages than others.

But no one bats a 1.000.

God tells us that all have missed that mark.

There’s only one way to get home…

As Jesus prepared to go and prepare a home for us,


one of the players asked him how to get there.

You know what Jesus said, don’t you?

Jesus said, I am the way … No one comes to the Father except through me. [John 14:6 NIV]
Jesus is the way home.

He not only prepared a home for you;

he also paid the price of your ticket home.

He laid down a perfect sacrifice so you and I could score.

Trust him…

trust what he did for you on the cross and in the grave…

trust what he tells you about believing and being saved…


and you’ll get home.

You can’t steal home.

But you can get home – not by trying, but simply by trusting.

Come to think of it…that is quite a steal, isn’t it?

Conclusion

For many years, baseball – or softball – was part and parcel of my life.

I played first base on my high school’s baseball team.

I was a catcher in city fast-pitch leagues until I went to China.

I even played slow-pitch softball in Hong Kong until I was 50.

I also coached a Little League baseball team there.

In fact, 20 years ago, 

I coached a team of Hong Kong “all-stars” 

in Little League’s Far East Regional Tournament.

These “all stars” were a motley collection of Chinese, Japanese and American kids

who faced powerhouses from Japan, Korea and Taiwan –



teams that took turns winning the Little League World Series in the 1980’s.

That year, Hong Kong’s “all stars” set records –


records for runs allowed. 

However, after each drubbing, I would tell the boys: 
“It’s just a game.  You’ll do better next time.”

You can say that in baseball, can’t you?

But you can’t say that in life, can you?

Life is not “just a game”; 

if you lose, you can’t do better next time…


there is no next time.

So, let’s take the game – this life -- seriously.

Let’s “play hardball”.

Let’s play the way God tells us to play:


eyes open…looking at home;



ears open…listening to our coaches.

And, for God’s sake, let’s not make any stupid mistakes:


let’s not get picked off;



let’s not even think about stealing home.

	On 20 May 2007, this message was shared with members and friends of Risen Christ Lutheran Church at 9050th 60th Street N in Stillwater MN.  If you have comments or questions, please call the church (651) 770-3618.
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