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We are called to show these fruits today

I love Charlie Brown.  I not only used to read the Peanuts comic strip in the newspaper when I was a kid—remember comic strips?  Another thing that is probably on the way out—but I used to buy the Peanuts books and I would always relate to Charlie Brown more than the other characters.  But especially I love the TV specials.  And as much as I love “A Charlie Brown Christmas” and even get a little teary-eyed when Linus tells everyone about the true meaning of Christmas, I really love, “It's the Great Pumpkin, Charlie Brown.”  You remember the Peanuts special about Halloween.  I love the scene when the kids are going trick-or-treating and after each house the go back out to the sidewalk and open their bags to see what they were given.  “I got a chocolate bar, I got a pack of gum, I got five pieces of candy.”  But not Charlie Brown—he looks in his bag and says “I got a rock.”

A couple of weeks ago when we were first picking stars, you all got stars with one of the fruits of the Spirit written on there.  Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness and the rest.  But some of you felt like Charlie Brown, didn't you?  You didn't read love or joy or peace or patience or kindness or generosity or faithfulness or gentleness, did you?  You looked at it and said, “I got self-control.”  Now remember that these words are really words to all of us.  All Christians should be growing the fruits of the Spirit in their lives.  This is just your word to concentrate on for the year.  It doesn't mean that you especially need to work on self-control.  Because you drew one of these words on your star isn't a congratulations that you do this especially well or a prescription that this is what you need to work on because it is particularly lacking in your life.  I don't know why that word went to you.  Think about it.  Meditate on it. The Spirit is speaking that word to you. And self-control doesn't mean that you eat or drink too much and you need to control your impulses.  Well, it may mean partially that.  The old word for self-control is temperance.  Temperance is one of the four cardinal virtues from ancient philosophy and we usually think of temperance as restraint, holding ourselves back from enjoying something too much. But it is more than that. It is typically described in terms of what an individual voluntarily refrains from doing. This includes restraint from retaliation in the form of non-violence and forgiveness, restraint from arrogance in the form of humility and modesty, restraint from excesses such as splurging now in the form of prudence, and restraint from excessive anger or craving for something in the form of calmness and control of ones urges.  But that is only viewing self-control or temperance in negative terms.  It is also supposed to be a positive attribute.  It is the ability to control one's self to do that which you know to be right.  It's not just restraining yourself, it's directing yourself in positive ways.  Self control is when you know that you are supposed to make that call, to give that gift, to speak those words, to make that visit, and you actually do it rather than just thinking about it. You are guided by the Spirit to act in positive, helpful, creative ways. And you not only become better, but so does the world around you.

You may have gotten the star that said “Faithful.”  Faithfulness is not easy, because this means not just a belief in God.  Remember these fruits are how we exist in the world, how we influence the world around us through our behavior.  Faithfulness is not just believing and trusting God, it is believing and trusting each other.  Martin Luther says, “Anyone equipped with faith is not a suspicious person, he is a sincere one, with a simple and honest heart.  Even if he is taken in and experiences something different from what he believes, his is so mild that he gladly overlooks this.  In short, he believes everyone; but he does not trust anyone.  On the other hand, those who lack this virture are suspicious person, troublesome, bitter, and venomous.”
  Is that you?  Are you faithful?  And if someone dissappoints you or turns on you are you ready to overlook that?  Or do you hold a grudge and find it difficult to believe anyone ever again?  Are you faithful to your friends, to your family, to your church?  Can they believe in you because you are steadfast, because they can count on you?

Gentleness or humility is not easy either.  Luther says that gentleness is the virtue by which one is not easily provoked to anger.  But I admit that I like Eugene Peterson's statement that gentleness is not forcing your way in life.
 And maybe as much as any of the fruits of the Spirit, I see this in Jesus.  Jesus did not force himself on anyone.  If you chose to follow him, you could, but he was gentle and humble and he did not force himself on you, and he still doesn't. No one is forced to follow Christ.  Even if you are a Christian, you are not forced to become a better disciple day after day, year after year.  You are not forced to grow these fruits in your life.  We are not forced as Christ's disciples to love one another.  We know that's what he wants us to do.  And that's why we do it.  Because he loves us and we love Christ.  And so we treat each other and the world with gentleness and humility.

I chose this passage to read today from Luke's gospel not just because it is the lectionary reading for this Sunday, but because there is a word here that strikes me as important.  That word is “today.”  Jesus says, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  Today.  It’s interesting to me that Jesus stands up in the synagogue that day and reads the passage from Isaiah.  But then he doesn’t say that “In the past, when our ancestors heard these words, this is what they thought.  And he also doesn’t say, “someday in some unknown future, when God causes these things to happen, won’t that be great?”  When the people in Nehemiah’s time hear the words of the ancient scriptures, they don’t wax eloquent about how great things were back then, nor to they talk about how great it will be when everyone lives up to the requirements of God’s word, instead they celebrate God’s blessings today.

Diana Butler Bass who teaches on church dynamics and growth talks about this passage and says:

Faith communities are often consumed with memories of the past and hopes for the future. Speaking of the past may take a form of maintaining buildings and structures, of teaching ancient texts, and passing on patterns of life and values from ancestors. Speaking of the future is often wrapped up in hopes for salvation and eternal life, desires for answered prayers, for the children to hold onto faith or "come back to church." Both past and future are important to vibrant communities; healthy and life-giving practices of honoring our ancestors and embracing a hopeful future derive from the witness of the whole biblical tradition.

But both "past" and "future" as the primary location of faith have their shadow sides. Overemphasizing the past results in nostalgia--the belief that the past is better than either the present or the future--a disposition that is steeped in grief and fear. Overemphasizing the future--the belief that all that matters is that which is to come--often results in thwarted hope, doubt, and anxiety.

A recent survey from Public Religion Research discovered that the majority of churchgoers in the United States express high levels of both nostalgia and anxiety. By strong majorities, religious Americans--particularly white Protestants, and without any significant difference between theological conservatives and liberals--believe that "our best days are behind us" and that the future of society is bleak. In particular, mainline congregations are caught between valorizing the good old days and a deepening sense of desolation that some promised future will never arrive. Evidently, most Protestants would rather look back with sadness than trust that a more just and beautiful future beckons. As a result, today is lost. Today is merely a stage upon which we mourn the loss of past and fear what we cannot imagine. 

But "today" is a deeply dangerous spiritual reality--because today insists that we lay aside both our memories and our dreams to embrace fully the moment of now. The past romanticizes the work of our ancestors; the future scans the horizons of our descendants and depends upon them to fix everything. But "today" places us in the midst of the sacred drama, reminding us that we are actors and agents in God's desire for the world. "Today" is the most radical thing Jesus ever said.

Think about your word for the year.  But how about making it your word for today?  Faithfulness—be faithful today.  Gentleness—be gentle to someone today.  Self-control—be temperate today.

As we meet today as a congregation, let’s think about what we can do today.  How can we be faithful to one another today?  How can we be a faithful church today?  How can we teat each other with gentleness? How can assume the best about one another rather than being hard or suspicious?  How can we be temperate, not only being moderate rather than excessive, but how can we have self-control, directing our energies to those things that really matter?

We talk sometimes about what our mission is as a church.  We have an identity statement that is one the front of our bulletins and in our publications.  But what do we do with that?  What do we do with who we are? The Presbyterian Church has described what it calls the great ends of the church, six thing that the church should be doing:

The proclamation of the gospel for the salvation of human kind, the shelter, nurture and spiritual fellowship of the children of God, the maintenance of divine worship, the preservation of the truth, the promotion of social righteousness, and the exhibition of the kingdom of heaven to the world.  That’s what we do.  Those six things. Everything thing we do fits into one of those six things.  If it doesn’t, we shouldn’t be doing it. If we are not doing those things, then we should.  Jesus was even simpler, he told his apostles to go out into the countryside to preach the good news and to heal.  Our lives, our life as a church, all these fruits, should be about proclaiming the good news of God’s love and helping to heal brokenness and sickness and sin wherever we can.  And we should be doing them today.  These nine fruits, these nine star words are your word for the year.  But they are also your word for today.  Love, today. Be joyful today. Make peace today.  Be patient today.  Show kindness today. Be generous today. Be faithful to each other and to this church today.  Be gentle with one another.  And direct yourself as God guides you today.  And this scripture will be fulfilled, this promise will take place—today.

Nehemiah: celebrate today

What will it take for you know, for you to believe, that you don’t need a life-improvement program, but a life-change? We are far more comfortable with talking about the gospel as a self-help, self-improvement project; a step-by-step guide to being a better Christian, a better disciple, a better pastor, a better preacher; some good advice as to how to grow a bigger church, bigger programming, and a bigger budget. But Jesus’ sermon in Nazareth is not for those who want to make their lives better but for those who need to be set free to live the life God wants for them, the life God sees as possible for them, the life they want to live, but have never known the freedom to make happen –- or never been given the gift and opportunity to imagine it.

Jesus’ sermon in Nazareth is a life-changer. Our preaching is life-changing. Do you really believe that? When you get into that pulpit, are you truly convinced that what you are doing, preaching the favor of God for all, will change lives? Or are you stuck, maybe needing a life-changing sermon yourself so that your preaching life might actually be changed?--Karoline Lewis

Indeed, if nothing else, while we may hear and even seek to embrace his intent, too often we miss the sense of urgency in Jesus' words. For what we hear today is that his is not meant for tomorrow. This is for today. Today.

Now this sense of urgency comes through also so in other places in the Biblical witness, of course.

· For instance, I am recalling now the words of Joshua where he compels the people to "choose this day whom you will serve..." (Joshua 24:15)  

· And the powerful words of Paul to the church at Corinth, "See, now is the acceptable time; see now is the day of salvation!" (2 Corinthians 6:2) 

These are words of promise, yes, and these are also words which demand an response.     Immediately. Today.

And so I wonder now how my days would change if I simply treated every day as the today we hear about now. And I do wonder if it would change not just for me but for the world if one day at a time, today our individual and collective energies were directed to that for which Jesus gave his life:

· Bringing good news to the poor. 

· Proclaiming release to the captives 

· Bringing sight and renewed vision where darkness has prevailed for far too long. 

· Letting the oppressed go free. 

· And releasing from debt those whose redemption never seemed possible. 

I wonder what would happen if I were to remember today that the Gospel is for saving lives and only and always for saving lives.

I wonder what would happen if I began each and every day with these pressing needs on my heart, however and wherever and whenever they are experienced in the world.

Oh yes, I do wonder how things would change if we simply tacked the word "Today" to the front of all of our mission statements. As Jesus did. And then lived like it was so. --Janet Hunt, Dancing with the Word

Jesus might have preached on the wisdom of the old prophet: "In the past, our fathers and mothers envisioned a world of justice, freedom, and healing. The fullness of abundant life in a land of milk and honey as God covenanted with Moses."

Or he might have elaborated on the world to come: "We, along with Isaiah, await the fulfillment of this glorious promise! One day, the poor will be lifted up, captives set free, and the blind will see! Oh, how we long for that! How we pray for that! But it seems so slow in coming."

Jesus could have appealed to his friends' sense of theological nostalgia--How great Isaiah was!--or their fragile theological hope for a better future. The kingdom of God will come! But he did neither. Instead, he said, "Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing."

They were shocked. What do you mean that the Spirit of the Lord is HERE? Now? Today? That the poor hear good news, that prisoners are being released, the blind see, and the oppressed receive justice? This is the year of Lord's favor? 

Have you been watching the news, Jesus? Are you aware of how horrible things are? That there is more inequality than ever, more people in prison unjustly, more illness of all sorts, more violence and terrorism than our ancestors ever knew? This now--today--is the kingdom of God?

Are you crazy?

"Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing." Not yesterday, not tomorrow. Today.

And with that word, Jesus' furious neighbors tried to throw him off a cliff.
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