January 25 &26, 2003

1 Samuel 14: 8-11a

“Live Before You Die”

     When the late Nadine Stair, of Louisville, Kentucky, was 85 years old, she was asked what she would do if she had her life to live over again. "I’d make more mistakes next time," she said. "I’d relax. I would limber up. I would be sillier than I have been this trip. I would take fewer things seriously. I would take more chances. I would climb more mountains and swim more rivers. I would eat more ice cream and less beans. I would perhaps have more actual troubles, but I’d have fewer imaginary ones. 
     "You see, I’m one of those people who live sensibly and sanely hour after hour, day after day. Oh, I’ve had my moments, and if I had to do it over again, I’d have more of them. In fact, I’d try to have nothing else. Just moments, one after another, instead of living so many years ahead of each day. I’ve been one of those persons who never goes anywhere without a thermometer, a hot water bottle, and a raincoat. If I had to do it over again, I would travel lighter than I have.
     "If I had my life to live over, I would start barefoot earlier in the spring and stay that way later in the fall. I would go to more dances. I would ride more merry-go-rounds. I would pick more daisies."

     Nadine addresses a way of life we all struggle with at some point. There are two equal and opposite forces that act on us all the time. One pull says, "Stay under the pomegranate tree, Take the safe, easy, comfortable way. Go after security." The other voice simply says, "Take the risk. Present yourself to the enemy." The choice we make determines who we are and where we end up when all’s said and done. Which are you?
     Eilen Guder says, "You can live on bland food so as to avoid an ulcer; drink no tea or coffee or other stimulants, in the name of health; go to bed early and stay away from night life; avoid all controversial subjects so as never to give offense; mind your own business and avoid involvement in other people’s problems; spend money only on necessities and save all you can. You can still break your neck in the bathtub, and it will serve you right."
     One of my favorite T-shirt motto’s of all time is the one where on the front it says, “Eat the right foods, get plenty of rest and plenty of exercise…” the back reads, “Die anyway.”

I want to share something that has smacked me square in the face this week. There are three certainties about death:

1. Every one of us will die

2. Under normal circumstances, you cannot choose when you die and, 
3. You cannot choose how you will die.
If you cannot change that you will die or when you die or how you die then what can I change? You can change how you live. Dear old 85 year old Nadine Stair was really saying, “I would live a little bit more before I die.” If you are going to seize God moments in your life, you must be willing to live before you die.

     What Jonathan did in our scripture passage today strikes me a bit strange, militarily speaking. Now I’m not a military expert. I have never been to West Point. I did not serve in the military. I did register for the draft in 1974. The closest I have been to serving in the military was a six year stint in the boy scouts, I watched the movie “Patton” three times and I have been on military orders from the Department of Defense when I spoke for the Department of the Navy at Coronado Air Base in San Diego California. Oh Yeah, I did serve as a police officer and town Marshall for a total of four years. I even remember John Wayne’s advice in the movie “The Green Berets” when he told a reporter, “if you want to live, keep your head down.” And, “Hero’s are always the first to die.”  Now with that sparkling military resume, I observe that what Jonathan proposes flies in the face of John Wayne’s best advice. Jonathan lays out a terrible military strategy. Wouldn’t it be better when you are outnumbered, outmanned and outequipped to perhaps sneak up on them, hide in the shadows, maintain radio silence and attack through stealth strikes. 

     I hope some of you will remember the episode of Gomer Pyle USMC that sounds a lot like what Jonathan is about to do. The show I am thinking of was entitled, “They Shall Not Pass.” It aired on December 4, 1967. Gomer Pyle was the hapless gas station attendant from Mayberry, South Carolina and was introduced to America on the Andy Griffeth Show. He was inducted into the Marine Corp where he meets the irascible Sergeant Carter. Sergant Carter in this episode instructs Pyle in a training exercise not let anyone pass his post without proper identification. His platoon is to use an owl hoot as a recognition signal. Gomer leads them into an ambush because his owl sounds like this “hootie-hoot, hootie-hoot.”  Instead of a “hootie-hoot” Jonathan in his best Gomer Pyle-esque actions tells his armor bearer, “Come then, we will cross over toward the men and let them see us.” It would appear that their best hope was to remain virtually invisible. To draw no attention to themselves. Jonathan has refused to stay under the pomegranate tree and he now refuses to play it safe by doing battle in a totally unconventional way. 

     The story went on, “So both of them showed themselves to the Philistine outpost.” Divine moments require us to move from the invisible to the visible and in so doing we make the invisible (God) visible.

     Many of us lead our lives making sure that we are not seen. We cloth ourselves in invisibility. We call it by another name but the result is the same. We choose to remain anonymous. We treasure our anonymity. We choose to remain uninvolved, and our love for personal privacy disguises both our indifference and our isolation. You can live your life and never really be seen. Yes, the opposite ambition has potential for huge problems. Becoming visible can be motivated by a craving to be the center of attention. But, I am not talking about inappropriately seeking the limelight. This is not about making life a stage and demanding a starring role. This is about stepping up and making sure that your life counts. It is about volunteering when God is asking, “Who will go in my behalf?” I am talking about our silent abdication of responsibility, our choice to move to the backdrop when someone is needed in the forefront. It is about really living before you die. Whenever you choose to seize a divine moment, you must move from invisibility to visibility. The moment we have the most to gain is also the moment we have the most to surrender.

     This truth is consistent to life itself: the greater the opportunities require the higher risk. If we want to live life to the fullest, we must be willing to trust God and risk everything. If heaven had an advertisement section, it would take a full page ad that read, “Wanted: Risk takers for God.” I believe that everyone who has chosen to follow God has at one time or another stepped forward just like Jonathan and put ourselves squarely within the sights of the enemy. We all have done that because we were at one time or another told the epilogue of the story with God. We all jumped from a place of beginning with God to the last chapter and read the ending. We like to do that you know, read the end. Is there anyone here within the sound of my voice that is unaware of how the word of God ends? Ho wins in the end? God or the Devil? See you all know how it ends. You all know that God wins and that everyone on His side gets to share in that celebration. That is the good news and it prompts a lot of people to want to be on the winning side. There are a lot of Johnny-come-lately fans to the side of the Raiders or the Buccaneers in tonight’s Super Bowl. The good news that God ultimately wins, that good defeats evil is also terribly misleading to a lot of people. A lot of folks begin this life in Christ with the thought that since the story concludes with a guaranteed victory that every chapter is lined with nothing but victories. We have all, every one of us, has stepped out at one time or another with the best of intentions to risk for God and experienced pain, rejection and even defeat. We get into a form of living where we do our best to purge pain, eliminate rejection and expel defeat from our lives. But, that is not living at all, when we refuse risk we are really just quietly waiting for the undertaker.

     When we realize that living is a roller-coaster ride with nauseating ups and downs rather than a rocket ship beginning from the launching pad and reaching to the highest heavens we do our best to be invisible, hunker down in the fox hole, refuse to raise our head to see the battlefield. Don’t even tell me nor expect me to climb a cliff and show myself to the enemy. Why I might just get my fool head shot off. And well you may. But, remember, eat the right foods, get plenty of exercise and plenty of rest, die anyway.   

"You can live on bland food so as to avoid an ulcer; drink no tea or coffee or other stimulants, in the name of health; go to bed early and stay away from night life; avoid all controversial subjects so as never to give offense; mind your own business and avoid involvement in other people’s problems; spend money only on necessities and save all you can. You can still break your neck in the bathtub, and it will serve you right."
     We celebrate a nation’s victories. But we know that while a nation wins individuals can pay a heavy price. The Union won the civil war but 191,963 people lost their lives. We celebrate our WWI victory on November 14 of every year but we know that 53,504 men died. WWII was a great victory but 291,557 men and women perished to secure that victory.  While Jonathan and Israel would prevail over the Philistines this day on another day the Philistines would claim the life of this faithful warrior of God. We all know the end but we are unsure if we are willing to be a casualty of today’s battle.

     A part of the divine adventure is experiencing the miraculous hand of God as he intervenes in your life. Failure is often the context of miracles. We all want miracles, but we try to avoid needing them. But only sick people need healing, only people whoi are blind need to see, only people who are deaf need to hear, only people with leprosy need to be cleansed. No one else gets to experience those miracles first hand. Wouldn’t it be great to be Lazarus experiencing the power of God raising you from the dead? There is a downside…you have to die for this to happen. And to be truly ready to die you have to live first. And to live first you have to step forward and face the world, it’s troubles, its dangers and our enemies head on. Mano a Mano. 

     Now that I am a parent of adults I am finding that I miss something a lot. There are also a lot of things that I do not miss. But one thing that I miss a lot is reading bed time stories. Reading stories of any kind really. We had our favorites. I used to read some of those stories with a great deal of…well…shall I say… Stage presence. Recently when my nephews were staying at out house for Christmas, my kids got out one of their favorite stories to read to my nephews it is “The Princess who Said Bleech.” You can see from the cover that it has been opened and read a bunch. I wandered into the room and Katie said, “Daddy do it with the voices.” I would read the story with a different voice for the narrator, the king, the princess and the cookie monster and a few minor characters thrown in.

     I miss reading that story, bible stories from the Children’s Bible and all those wonderful stories that start with, “Once upon a time…” You know like Cinderella and Snow White and that kind of story. But the kids are grown and like the song I quoted a few weeks ago, “Puff the magic dragon” those books along with Puff have sadly slipped into their caves. Most of the time now when I have relate stories about the real stuff of life they don’t begin with, “Once upon a time” and they certainly don’t end with “Happily ever after.” This past week I attended a funeral service for a young man I loved, the kind of young man that the world needs more of and not less of. If  I were Cinderella, I could finish this story by telling you that the handsome prince showed up and made all my dreams come true. If I were Snow White, I could finish the story by telling you that I finally woke up from my horrible nightmare. But, in between “once upon a time” and “they lived happily ever after” is now. And in the now there are all kinds of failures we have to live with. Failure can shape us, teach us and motivate us. But there can be no success if there is no try. There can be no victory if there is no battle and there can be no real living if we don’t show ourselves for what we are and who we are. If we forge ahead, if we step out to do battle, if we place our selves in the midst of harms way it is true that we may face pain, we may face rejection and we may face death but it is also just as certain that if we don’t…we will die anyway. How do you want to live? If you answer, “Well Pastor Jeff, I want to just live under the shade of the pomegranate tree. I am tired, I’ve done my part, I’ve been hurt too much, endured too much pain, suffered long enough.” Well I would just say, “You’re already dead. Dead to the life that God has waiting just up the cliff. Dead to the victory you have dreamed of for years, dead the experience of victory. There is a long standing Christian cliché that goes like this, “The safest place to be is in the center of God’s will.” I want you to know this as well, Being in the center of God’s will is also the most dangerous place you can be. It’s is another of those Jesus paradoxes. In order to save your life you must lose it. The first will be last and the last will be first. You know that stuff. Well here is a new one, birthed right here, right today. If you want to be safe you must place yourself in danger.

     Eat the right foods, get plenty of exercise, get plenty of rest…die anyway. But, how will you live? Let us pray.

LifeLifters: Take Up Your Cross

8:45: My Faith Looks Up to Thee.
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