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Scripture Lessons  

Psalm 99:1-3
The LORD is king; let the peoples tremble! He sits enthroned upon the cherubim; let the earth quake!  The LORD is great in Zion; he is exalted over all the peoples.  Let them praise your great and awesome name. Holy is he!


Romans 12:1-8

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters,* by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual* worship. 2Do not be conformed to this world,* but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.* 

3
For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has assigned. 4For as in one body we have many members, and not all the members have the same function, 5so we, who are many, are one body in Christ, and individually we are members one of another. 6We have gifts that differ according to the grace given to us: prophecy, in proportion to faith; 7ministry, in ministering; the teacher, in teaching; 8the exhorter, in exhortation; the giver, in generosity; the leader, in diligence; the compassionate, in cheerfulness. 


Luke 9:28-36, (37-43)
Now about eight days after these sayings Jesus took with him Peter and John and James, and went up on the mountain to pray. And while he was praying, the appearance of his face changed, and his clothes became dazzling white.  Suddenly they saw two men, Moses and Elijah, talking to him. They appeared in glory and were speaking of his departure, which he was about to accomplish at Jerusalem. Now Peter and his companions were weighed down with sleep; but since they had stayed awake, they saw his glory and the two men who stood with him.  Just as they were leaving him, Peter said to Jesus, "Master, it is good for us to be here; let us make three dwellings, one for you, one for Moses, and one for Elijah" -- not knowing what he said.  While he was saying this, a cloud came and overshadowed them; and they were terrified as they entered the cloud.  Then from the cloud came a voice that said, "This is my Son, my Chosen; listen to him!"  When the voice had spoken, Jesus was found alone. [Matt. 17:7-8  But Jesus came and touched them, saying, “Get up and do not be afraid.  And when they looked up, they saw no one but Jesus alone.”]  And they kept silent and in those days told no one any of the things they had seen.

(9:37 On the next day, when they had come down from the mountain, a great crowd met him.  Just then a man from the crowd shouted, "Teacher, I beg you to look at my son; he is my only child.  Suddenly a spirit seizes him, and all at once he shrieks. It convulses him until he foams at the mouth; it mauls him and will scarcely leave him.  I begged your disciples to cast it out, but they could not."  Jesus answered, "You faithless and perverse generation, how much longer must I be with you and bear with you? Bring your son here."  While he was coming, the demon dashed him to the ground in convulsions. But Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy, and gave him back to his father. And all were astounded at the greatness of God.)
SERMON

February 14, 2010

Happy Valentines Day!  

Yes, we have come ‘round again to February 14, a day set aside to affirm and celebrate romantic love and special friendship, and to stimulate the economy through the purchase of cards, candy, flowers, and nice dinners-out.  Kathy came home from school on Friday and said that after getting their schoolwork done, her second graders had had a great Valentines party that afternoon,  happily exchanging cards and stuffing themselves with candy and chips.  It is a friendly holiday, isn’t it?  Worth noting, certainly.  But it’s not what I had planned to spend sermon-time on today, at least not until yesterday morning.

You see, through this week I could get neither my mind nor my typing fingers in sermon mode.  Uninspired, I kept finding good reasons to put it off.  Now I think I may know why.  I needed to live through Friday night and Saturday morning…with Valentine’s Day on my mind.

Here’s the story.  My lovely wife Kathy was gone from home Friday evening, so I was home alone.  My exciting personal plans for the evening included working through a two-hour Quickbooks tutorial so that I could better make use of this accounting software.  (Yes, I lead a thrilling life, don’t I?)  As I tried to focus on the tutorial video my mind wandered (as you might guess), eventually connecting the thought of the upcoming Valentines Day to some of the stories that we’ve been re-visiting lately in light of our daughter Sarah’s engagement to David Moan.  Kathy and I have been remembering the drama of our own dating life and engagement—or, at least, trying to remember many details that, after 40 years, are now fairly fuzzy.  I guess my mind started wandering in this particular direction when I thought I needed a break from listening to an accountant lecture to me about accounts receivable, so I paused the video to check my Facebook page.  On the Facebook page someone suggested that, in honor of Valentines Day, couples should consider posting an old picture with a brief description of how they met.  “Where are our old picture albums?” I wondered, and I got up to find out.

I rummaged around in a closet and found some of the albums, but I couldn’t find any pictures from our earliest days, when Kathy was 14 and I was 15 and we first met.  Still, I did find a good one from 1977, about a year after we were married.  So I scanned it and posted it.  

As I ended my break and got back to the video tutorial, my mind wandered again, of course.  I happened to remember that I used to make occasional entries in a journal when I was a teenager.  I recalled that most of the entries were about the high drama of Kathy’s and my fairly tumultuous relationship of young love, and I wondered if it might remind me of some of the fuzzy details of our long courtship.  So even as I went back to the Quickbooks tutorial, my mind was trying to remember where that old journal might be stored.

After a while I could stand it no longer, so I paused the video again and started looking for the journal.  After a while I found it.  I began reading and was glad to see that that it did, indeed, provide the dates of and a few details about significant events:  how we first met on October 13, 1970 at Nancy Kruger’s birthday party—a totally uneventful meeting that was not noted until a full year later, only after we re-discovered each other the following Spring; how the next June we ended up side-by-side on a piano bench trying to play simple four-handed pieces, but really trying to be close together, and how shortly after that we started dating; and how, by September, we’d decided to go steady.  

But what struck me most as I read the mostly overwrought pleadings of a teenager trying to understand young love, was how difficult it was to navigate the relationship.  I found tucked between the pages a couple of letters to me from Kathy and well, and what stands out most is that everything was such a big deal!  (We used to poke a little fun at our daughter Sarah for being a teenage drama queen, but, it appeared to me as I read, she had learned from true pros!)  

Moreover, the courtship of Kathy and Jeff was the type that was on-again/off-again for the span of six years.  Each on-again was fraught with frustrations and misgivings and dashed expectations and misunderstandings on both sides, which led to each off-again.  And each off-again was painful and unsettling and confusing and ultimately unsatisfying, which led to each on-again.  We did this over and over and over!   Our six-year relationship included great times together and plenty of lousy dates; the rare delight of finding a soul-mate and the searing pain of soul-sickness when one of us temporarily found another; great talks and horrible misunderstandings; true joy and real suffering.  One journal entry characterized it fairly well:  “You know, its funny how yesterday I was so worried about losing you, but today I am ready to say goodbye!” Ah, young love.  In October 1974, I wrote, “Kathy and I are very close.  We speak of marriage and shared futures and love each other very much.  But we are also immature as hell, and young.  If we were married, we couldn’t handle it!”  I think it was a fairly realistic assessment.  Indeed, as I sat on the floor and read through the raw emotion and exaggerated drama of these journal entries, I thought to myself, “This couple will never make it!”

But then, on September 26, 1975, I enter this:  “Asked Kathy’s folks permission to ask Kathy to marry me.”  And a few days later I drew an arrow to that entry and wrote, “Somehow this doesn’t fit the pattern of what has been written in here…”  How did all this overwrought drama lead to the desire to spend a life together?

This question points to the reason for telling you this story today:  I wonder what was necessary to lift our sights above the fray of our contentious six-year long effort to come together so that I could pen this entry on October 11, 1975:  “At 11:15pm I went and did it.  I asked Kathy to marry me…and she said yes, yes, yes, yes.”

What’s required to take the leap from immature love to the life-long commitment to nurture that love to maturity?  As much as anything, taking the leap from the mixed circumstances of today to a vision of a glorious new day requires a hopeful imagination.  It is imagination that allows us to see possibilities and to act upon them, rather than to see only current realities and react to them.  What drives this truth home to me even more clearly is what I didn’t tell you about the night of my marriage proposal:  we had had a significant disagreement.  Isn’t that something?  In the midst of a contentious evening our imaginations could see a harmonious future.  And, from the vantage point of 34 years later, you might say that our imaginations were proved right.

In today’s second lesson, St. Paul counsels Christians to be transformed by the renewing of your minds rather than being conformed to the world [as it is].  It is by the renewing of our minds by holy imagination that we are able to discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect and transformed to fulfill it. * And in the Gospel lesson appointed for the Sunday of the Transfiguration, the disciples are given to see a glimpse of glory that is beyond imagination but to which imagination points:  the fulfillment of God’s purpose-in-history in the shining face of his Messiah, Jesus our Lord.
There is cause, therefore, to trust our imaginations, even though there may be resistance to doing so.  

Today we move downstairs following this worship service to re-imagine the role of our Deaconess, as an early step in similar imaginings that will be our privilege over the next four weeks (when imagine more clear roles and expectations for our pastor and for ourselves as the laity of this congregation).  If the experience of the disciples is any clue, it is fairly messy work.  Despite being given to see Moses and Elijah conferring with Jesus and the glory-cloud of Almighty God, despite being given to hear the very voice of God affirm the authority of Jesus, it took a while for Peter and James and John to get with it.  Totally without understanding, Peter blurts out some silly comment about making shelters, and all three come down from the mountain and tell no one, as if nothing had happened.  And immediately they are thrown into a contentious time with a demon so that their anxiety pushes out any memory of the glorious image that had been theirs on the mountain.  You faithless and perverse generation, how much longer must I be with you and bear with you? Jesus says to his frightened disciples who cannot cast it out.  My sense is that Jesus’ anger is at his disciples, who have fallen back into reacting unhelpfully to the current trauma rather than responding imaginatively to the vision that is unfolding.  Bring the boy here, demands Jesus.   While he was coming, the demon dashed him to the ground in convulsions. But Jesus rebuked the unclean spirit, healed the boy, and gave him back to his father. And all were astounded at the greatness of God.  Once again, Jesus showed them what God was doing in the world.   Once again, Jesus provided the vision for what God would continue to do in the world.  The task of the disciples is to keep their eyes on Jesus, to keep their eyes on the vision of God’s kingdom breaking in, to imagine the glory of God not only on the mountaintop, but down in the valley as well.

And that, dear disciples of Jesus, is our task, too:  to use our holy imaginations to grasp the vision of what God is doing through Jesus Christ in the world, and, yes, even at Zion Lutheran Church.

Today we head downstairs following worship to re-imagine the role of our deaconess.  Sabine has been asked to prepare her own imagining, based on her view of the future needs of this congregation, her gifts and passions, her past effectiveness in ministry here, and her recent educational interests and skill acquisition.  My prayer is that her effort will serve to lead us away from reacting to current or past circumstances toward envisioning what is coming at the hand of God.  My prayer is that she will give us a hint of how Zion is being transfigured by the glory of God for the purpose of better serving this community and its needs.  My prayer is that we will resist forming conclusions prematurely in order to let this reimagining percolate in our minds and hearts as perhaps the will of God for a more effective future ministry at Zion.  We make no decisions today; we test some ideas.  Sabine’s imagining may or may not be the vision being given to us by Almighty God.  Nevertheless, we look for the hand of God in what she offers today.  

What is necessary that we might lift our eyes from the fray of a six-year effort to come together wildly hopeful for a future to which we can say yes, yes, yes, yes?  The hymn-writer offers this:

Be Thou our vision, 
O Lord of our heart; 

naught be all else to us, 
save that Thou art; 

Thou our best thought,
 both by day and by night, 

waking or sleeping, 
Thy presence our light.  

Imagine that.

Amen.







