April 21 & 22, 2007

“Living A Good Life Series: An Introduction”

The movie “Saving Private Ryan” ends with the question we will explore more on the front end of life than at the end of life the way Private Ryan did. The movie is set soon after D-Day. Captain John Miller played by Tom Hanks, survives the American landing at Omaha Beach in World War II. Captain Miller is then given a new mission: to find and extract Private James Ryan
The youngest of 4 brothers, the other 3 of whom have been killed in action. As Captain Miller’s squad moves inland to search for Private Ryan they enter a decimated French village, where they encounter a German sniper, who later after release by a German interpreter, shoots Captain Miller, you’ll see that section. The squad attacks a radar site . . . 
The men engage in a brief skirmish with a German squad on a half-track where they find Private James Ryan. Ryan refuses to leave his fellow soldiers . . . telling Captain Miller, “Tell my mother I’m with the only brothers I have left.” They defend the bridge from overwhelming odds as reinforcements arrive. But it is too late for Captain Miller and his squad, all but 2 are dead. James Ryan is now an old man standing in a Normandy cemetery with his family . . . He reflects on sacrifice that was paid for him . . . 6 lives were sacrificed to save him. This is how Steven Spielberg reflects upon “A Good Life.” 
     Who of us can watch this scene without asking ourselves the same question, “Have I lived a good life?” Is there an exact way of calculating the answer to this question? How do we define a good life? What makes the good we do good enough? Is our life worthy of the sacrifices of others? Of Jesus? The unavoidable question of whether we have or are living a good life searches our hearts. Not everyone, perhaps very few experience what James Ryan did in such a dramatic way. Yet this question of a good life, and others like it, haunts every human being from the earliest years of our consciousness. Something stirs us at the very core of our being, demanding answers to so many questions: Is there some purpose in life? Are we alone in the universe, or does some force, call it fate, destiny or providence, guide our lives?

     These questions don’t often occur to us so neatly of course. Usually the hardest questions hit us at the hardest times. In the midst of tragedy or serious illness, when confronting violence or injustice or after seeing our personal hopes shattered, we cry out, “Why is the world such a mess? Is there anything I can do about it? There is a mystery at work in these perennial questions of human existence. I doubt anyone has seen Saving Private Ryan or read great works of literature like Dostoyevsky’s The Brother’s Karamazov or Camus’s The Plague has ever doubted the relevance of such questions. Neither does anyone who has marveled at the beauty of the Milky Way or sat weeping at the bedside of a dying loved one.

     What distinguishes us from all other creatures is our self-consciousness. We know we are alive and that we will die, and we cannot keep from asking ourselves questions about why life is the way it is and what it means. But we can keep ourselves from asking the questions too late. And, the earlier we ask the question of what makes a good life, hopefully we can make course corrections and change the final answer. Our questions also presume that we can choose our answers to these questions and act on these choices. The fact that we have those choices grounds us in ethical considerations. It implies that there are a variety of answers to these questions. It suggests that there are some answers better than others. Our scripture passage reminds us that there are a variety of answers but they are not all equally valid. Luke 9: 18-20 reads: Once when Jesus was praying in private and his disciples were with him, he asked them, "Who do the crowds say I am?" They replied, "Some say John the Baptist; others say Elijah; and still others, that one of the prophets of long ago has come back to life." "But what about you?" he asked. "Who do you say I am?" Peter answered, "The Christ of God." 

     Last year, I watched Saving Private Ryan perhaps for the fourth time and when the movie ended a whole series of scripture came to mind and I sat down and wrote them out. And while we don’t have to “earn this” like Captain Miller said, these verses lead me to contemplate what are the values of our faith that make for a good life. Those scriptures were:

John 15:13 Greater love has no one than this, that he lay down his life for his friends.
1 John 3:16 This is how we know what love is: Jesus Christ laid down his life for us.
Romans 5:7-8 Very rarely will anyone die for a righteous man, though for a good man someone might possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for us in this: While we were still sinners . . .
1 Corinthians 6:19-20 You are not your own; you were bought at a price.
1 Corinthians 7:23 God purchased you at a high price. Don’t be enslaved by the world.
1 Peter 1:18-19 For you know that God paid a ransom to save you from the empty life you inherited from your ancestors. And the ransom he paid was not mere gold or silver. He paid for you with the precious lifeblood of Christ, the sinless, spotless Lamb of God. 
Ephesians 4:1 I urge you to live a life worthy of the calling you have received.
Philippians 1:27 Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ.
Matthew 13:46 When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had & bought it
Hebrews 2:3 how shall we escape if we ignore such a great salvation? You can’t escape if we ignore such a great salvation and if you don’t ignore it you are driven to consider what our hearts tell us is necessary, not required but necessary.

     In this series we will examine the values of justice, generosity, spiritual connection, spiritual wholeness, biblical literacy and a few others to prepare us for living a good life. We will examine the great paradoxes next week to begin this process and hopefully I will be able to show and explain how and why the paradoxes have helped me to understand the good life. Do it now, this year, don’t wait. 
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