Sermon for Eleventh Sunday of Pentecost, Aug 16. 2009

I Kings 2:10-12; 3:3-14, Psalm 111, Ephesians 5: 15-20, John 6:15-20

                                       The Rev. Dr. Seamus P. Doyle

Be careful how you live, not as unwise people, but as wise, making the most of the time, because the days are evil

One might say that Paul was handing out some good solid advice at the beginning of the Common Era. Be careful how you live. Perhaps some of those folks who have had their names splashed across the news headlines and on television this past few years might wish they had taken Paul’s advice. When Herod’s army plundered, pillaged and raped their way across the continent, it was probably years before most of the empire heard about it and even then they would have thought, “So, what’s new.” Certainly no one was brought to trial. Today we are aware of such atrocities within minutes or hours of it happening no matter where it happens in the world and someone will have to pay the price for their behavior. In telling the Ephesians Be careful how you live, Paul was also probably reminding them, and us, that they could also say, There but for the grace of God go I. None of us are perfect and so we have no need to point the finger at another but rather we need to pray for that person and try not to make the same mistakes.

                There’s an old Merle Haggard song that says: “I’m turning 21 in prison doing life without parole. Despite all my Sunday learning/To the bad I kept on turning.” Here is a clear message that despite his mother’s attempt to keep him on the straight and narrow, despite Sunday school, and other attempts to promote a Christian lifestyle, the sad reality was and is that church or Sunday school often does not reach some individuals. Despite our best efforts as parents, teachers, ministers, there are those whom we will not reach until they hit a brick wall; and then there are those whom it may seem we may never reached. 
          Paul did not say not to make mistakes. Paul did not say that the people were to be so vigilant that they would seem as if they were imitating the Pharisees who paraded themselves as perfectionists and many of them believed themselves to be above the law. Paul, like a good parent, or grandparent, said Be careful how you live.  One can almost hear the father of the Prodigal son saying to the young man as he leaves with his 
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inheritance, Be careful how you live.  There is something in this warning that is both strong in its warning and compassionate in its delivery.

             Make most of the time, because the days are evil.  Again, this is as true today as it was in the time of Paul. Even in our own country, which we tend to think is a safe and comfortable place in which to live, we are witnessing the largest increase in militias. Hate groups are not confined to large cities but are part and parcel of every small community across the country. What this says is that many people are not listening to God; they are reading the bible through the eyes of hate and finding in it that which feeds their worst fears. 

        In Northern Ireland, the Rev. Ian Paisley used to hold a bible high above his head as he paced from one side of the stage to another screaming, “Jesus Christ did not come to bring peace but the sword.” Mr. Paisley found in Jesus’ own statement, taken out of context, a phrase to justify his hatred of Roman Catholics and the resulting murders on the streets.

           What would we do if we knew we had a few months, weeks, days, hours to live? What difference would it make to our lives if we were told this morning, “You have one week to live.” What amends do we need to make? Who are the people we would go to in the next few days and apologize for our behavior and our attitudes? Who would we write to in order to put closure on an old wound? 

         In the early stages of Paul’s ministry he was convinced that Jesus was going to return any day and there was an urgency in his message. But as time went on we notice that while the urgency left him, the reality that Jesus was going to return did not. All of us have lived through times when we were told the world is coming to an end to the point where it is the subject of jokes. What we miss in these jokes, and what we do not want to look at, is the reality of our own mortality. While many of us are no longer teenagers who believe they will live forever, we prefer to think that we will not die today or this week. And yet, the reality is that people of all ages died every day in car crashes, train wrecks, airplane crashes, storms, drive by shootings, and, in some parts of the world, by bombs.
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What Paul calls on us to do is to live each day as if it were our last. As one parishioners used to say, “It’s Tuesday, it’s a good day to die.” She was not suicidal. She just believed that any day was a good day to die.

            Another aspect of Paul’s advice about Making the most of the time is about building up the church. In chapter four of this Epistle to the Ephesians he writes: The gifts God gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints  (i.e. all believers) for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ."  For Paul, everyone, men, women and children, are involved in building up the body of Christ.  Each and every one of us is involved in the work of ministry.  In the Book of Common Prayer it is clearly stated that the ministers of the Church are Laity, Bishops, priests, deacons.

         Rick Warren, Pastor of Saddleback Church in Lake Forest, California, wrote a book titled THE PURPOSE DRIVEN LIFE with the sub-heading "What On Earth Am I Here For?"  As a #1 New York Times bestseller it points to the fact that that people are looking for meaning for their lives.  His other book was titled, THE PURPOSE DRIVEN CHURCH in which he writes that God: "created the church in order to meet our five deepest needs: a purpose to live for, people to live with, principles to live by, a profession to live out, and power to live on.  He states that his purposes for the church are identical to his five purposes for church members.  "Worship helps you focus on God; fellowship helps you face life's problems; discipleship helps fortify your faith; ministry helps find your talents; evangelism helps fulfill your mission."  His point being that when we fulfill our calling, we give purpose to our lives while we build up the church. As each of us fulfills our calling, as teachers, doctors, janitors, mail carriers, CEO’s etc., it is not just a job but a calling, a vocation from God and within that calling we also minister to those around us in a variety of ways according to our gifts and talents.

         Paul goes on to say do not be foolish but understand what the will of the Lord is. 

Here again we go from the ridiculous to the sublime. In its simplest form, there are those who decide to do something and then claim, “This is what the Lord is calling me to do.” A young man used to escape from jail in Dublin and take a cattle boat to London where 
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he would promptly be arrested. One day the judge asked him why he did this. He replied, “The Holy Spirit tells me to leave.” To which the judge replied, “The next time the Holy Spirit tells you to leave jail or this country, call me first.” 

           Discernment is a process used by the church to determine the nature of a call to the ministry. The person in the discernment process meets with a group of about nine other people who spend three to four hours together once a month for six to nine months before they make a decision as to which, if any, ministry they believe the candidate is called.    A vacant parish, if they do their job right, will spend six months to a year and perhaps more in discernment and prayer to ascertain who is the best priest for their parish. There are businesses that are adopting this method in some of their operations. Determining the will of God is not the work of one individual. A family determining God’s will discusses and prays long and hard before a final decision is made. We can all foolishly make a hasty decision, believe that God is talking to us. The reality is that God will be with us no matter which foolish decision we make. However, when we take the time to pray, reflect, discuss, the chances of doing God’s will is much greater than going off with our own thoughts believing in our special divine connection.


Finally Paul says: Do not get drunk with wine, for that is debauchery: but be filled with the Spirit, as you sing psalms and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves, singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks to God the Father at all times, and for everything in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ

Notice the variety with which Paul wants us to sing: psalms, hymns, and spiritual songs. As we review our Hymnal and other hymnbooks, we find music for the various seasons of the Church year: Advent, Christmas, Lent, Easter, and Pentecost. Some of these are heady in their theological content; others give us a warm feeling that stays with us in the days following the service. There are hymns and spiritual songs that we may have learned from other resources that also feeds our soul. All of these are ways to lift up our voice and sing to God even when we have to do it in the privacy of our home or the shower. 
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Someone once said, those who sing, pray twice. There is something about singing, even for those who sing in a monotone, that lifts the voice and the spirits so much better than saying prayers. Paul, who encouraged people to pray and cease not to pray, was probably thinking of how singing spiritual songs on the road can make a journey seem shorter.

      Be careful how you live…make the most of your time…be filled with the spirit… sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs. Two thousand years later, it is still good advice.

