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Scripture Lessons  

Genesis 15:1-12, 17-18
After these things the word of the LORD came to Abram in a vision, "Do not be afraid, Abram, I am your shield; your reward shall be very great." But Abram said, "O Lord GOD, what will you give me, for I continue childless, and the heir of my house is Eliezer of Damascus?" And Abram said, "You have given me no offspring, and so a slave born in my house is to be my heir." But the word of the LORD came to him, "This man shall not be your heir; no one but your very own issue shall be your heir." He brought him outside and said, "Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them." Then he said to him, "So shall your descendants be."
 And he believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as righteousness. Then he said to him, "I am the LORD who brought you from Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess." But he said, "O Lord GOD, how am I to know that I shall possess it?" He said to him, "Bring me a heifer three years old, a female goat three years old, a ram three years old, a turtledove, and a young pigeon." He brought him all these and cut them in two, laying each half over against the other; but he did not cut the birds in two. And when birds of prey came down on the carcasses, Abram drove them away. As the sun was going down, a deep sleep fell upon Abram, and a deep and terrifying darkness descended upon him. When the sun had gone down and it was dark, a smoking fire pot and a flaming torch passed between these pieces. On that day the LORD made a covenant with Abram, saying, "To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river Euphrates...."

Philippians 3:17-4:1
Brothers and sisters, join in imitating me, and observe those who live according to the example you have in us. For many live as enemies of the cross of Christ; I have often told you of them, and now I tell you even with tears. Their end is destruction; their god is the belly; and their glory is in their shame; their minds are set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ. He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself. Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved.

Luke 13:31-35
At that very hour some Pharisees came and said to him, "Get away from here, for Herod wants to kill you." He said to them, "Go and tell that fox for me, 'Listen, I am casting out demons and performing cures today and tomorrow, and on the third day I finish my work. Yet today, tomorrow, and the next day I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.'  Jerusalem, Jerusalem, the city that kills the prophets and stones those who are sent to it! How often have I desired to gather your children together as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you were not willing!  See, your house is left to you. And I tell you, you will not see me until the time comes when you say, 'Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord.'
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I.  And God said to Abraham,   "Look toward heaven and count the stars, if you are able to count them…so shall your descendants be!" and later, to emphasize the point,  “No longer shall your name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham; for I have made you a father of many nations.”  [The name Abraham can mean “father of many nations.”]  Abraham said to God, “Did you happen to notice that I am old and have no kids?”  Almighty God had expectations of him that were not immediately clear to Abraham.  But Abraham trusted God, and learned in time that God would fulfill God’s expectations in the life of his Chosen One.

II.  And God said to Jesus,  “The Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders, chief priests and teachers of the law, and he must be killed and on the third day be raised to life."  Heading for Jerusalem, Jesus said,  “I must be on my way, because it is impossible for a prophet to be killed outside of Jerusalem.”  Almighty God had expectations of Jesus, and Jesus declared his intention to meet them, no matter how impossible.  Jesus said, “OK, God, I will meet your expectation to die and rise from the dead.”  How could he say such a thing?  Jesus trusted his Father to fulfill the Father’s expectations in the life of his Chosen One.

III.  And God said to Saul, the persecutor of the Church,  “Get up…and you will be told what you are to do.” And the humbled Saul obeyed, and went, helplessly blinded, to one of his former victims.  Later—as God’s Apostle Paul—he commented on his life under God’s expectations by saying, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities for the sake of Christ; for whenever I am weak, then I am strong.  Almighty God had expectations of this Chosen One that were both arduous and rewarding, and Paul went so far as to say that it was in fact the arduous that was the reward:  whenever I am weak, [at that point] I am strong!  And Paul said to his congregations, “So are you!”  [So] join in imitating me!  Be weak in order to be strong!  Paul was forthright in declaring life under God’s expectations as a strange mix of true suffering and deep contentment, not as the exception but as the rule—that the hardship was more than worth it.  Paul was a cheerleader for those who trust that God will wonderfully fulfill God’s expectations as he fairly shouts, Our citizenship is in heaven!  And it is from there that we are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.  [You wanna know what our Savior will do?] He will transform the body of our humiliation that it may be conformed to the body of his glory, by the power that also enables him to make all things subject to himself! Therefore, my brothers and sisters, whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand firm in the Lord in this way, my beloved!  Paul trusted God to marvelously fulfill God’s expectations in the life of God’s Chosen Ones.
IV.  And God said to God’s Chosen Ones at Zion Lutheran Church...

So what does God say to God’s Chosen Ones at Zion Lutheran Church?  How may we understand what to expect from God?  How may we have the confidence to believe that God will wonderfully fulfill God’s expectations of us?

How may we expect, for example, that, like Abraham, God is giving us a new name that aims us at an unimaginably grand future?  Back in 2002 I wanted to claim for Zion the label, “The Lutheran Mission Center for Northern Wabash County,” which is kind of like a new name.  But I couldn’t make it stick.  So:  what label will stick as the expression who we are according to God’s grand future prepared for us?  By what new name is God calling us to lead us to a new future for his sake?

And how may we expect, like Jesus, that God will give us the direction that takes us toward our reason for being here?  How, like Jesus, might we expect God to give us the courage to take the risky road that he has laid our for us?  According to today’s Gospel lesson, prudent people came to Jesus to warn him about the growing risk of his road:  they told him that easily-threatened Herod was after him.  They knew that Herod’s pattern was to quickly dispose of any hint of opposition or competition and Jesus was now on Herod’s radar (so to speak).  Jesus said, Go and tell that fox for me, 'Listen!  And then he said in so many words, God is in charge here and you are not]  Oh, Jesus was headed for trouble, no doubt about it, but it was trouble on God’s terms, not Herod’s.  So how may we, the followers of Jesus and of Jesus’ way,  head for trouble on God’s terms without being distracted by the threat of risk or pain?  What trouble is God stirring in this community, and how are we to join God in it, expecting God to save us all rather than worrying about saving our own skins?  What may we expect from God?
And how may we understand, like Paul and his congregations, that the risks and the perils that we face are not as much problems as they are signs of God’s strength and purpose?  Like every congregation, we have our share of trying issues and discomforts here.  Our congregation continues to work hard to make decisions based on what we deem as most healthy—and some are very tough decisions—and tough decisions often rub some people the wrong way.  To tell the truth, it is likely that at one point or another, everyone one of us has likely been angry, upset, hurt, offended, unsettled, uncomfortable, resentful, or worse because of someone or something here at Zion.  Now listen:  this is not a problem!  

The problem comes when we too quickly try to fix these things to try to make everyone comfortable.  God’s chief goal for us is not that we may be always comfortable, but rather that we become “healthy” in the broadest sense of the word, the Greek root of which is the same root as for “salvation!”  God wants us to live as saved people, in “holy health” now and forever, with that deep contentment and joy of which Paul speaks, even as we face the suffering that accompanies it.  This is the scandal of the Cross, of course, that bringing salvation to the world means bringing suffering, too.  But it is redemptive suffering, it is “worth-it” suffering, for it leads to true salvation rather than a fleeting happiness or a temporary comfort.  

How may we expect that God will fulfill God’s expectation that we endure suffering as the way to claim salvation for all eternity?

The chief was that God fulfills God’s expectations is by bringing us together as the Body of Christ.  God gives us each other.  And so, it is fair to extend the questions of expectations to include each other:  how may we understand what to expect from each other?

One of the true blessings that has come out of our conversations over the past few weeks is the recognition that we needed clarity in what we expected from each other as members of the Body of Christ and of this congregation.  As Patty Grant told me after my sermon on expectations last week, “Expectations are like land mines; it you don’t know where they are, you blow yourself up.”  It is not easy naming expectations, but it is also not easy to be blown up by continually violating them.  And so, as part of our after-worship workshops, we are trying to clarify not only what we may expect from a new pastor or deaconess, but also what we may expect from each other. 

And so I am wondering and perhaps you are too:  

· as those who claim that our faith is created and nourished by the Holy Spirit through Word and Sacraments, what may we expect of each other in terms of worship attendance or financial contribution or participation in congregational decisions or activities?  

· As believers in the Word made flesh, do we expect that our words will be honest, direct and fair as we strive to speak the truth in love?  

· As those baptized into Christ, do we expect to sacrifice self-justification by honest confession and expect the resurrection that comes when full forgiveness is offered?  

· Do we expect what Luther called the “mutual conversation and consolation of the faithful?”  

· Do we expect fellow members also to be our friends?  

· Do we expect to be held accountable and encouraged back on track?  

· Do we expect that the Gospel through our fellow members will meet us to “comfort us when we are afflicted and afflict us when we are comfortable?”  

· Do we expect ministry from each other and not just pastoral staff? 

· Do we expect the freedom to own our own feelings rather than carry the expectation that someone will always fix it for us?  

· Oh, there is so much more to say!  And downstairs today we get to say much more.

…knowing that our experience of trying to understand expectations will likely be like Abraham’s, that is, that we may be more mystified by the expectations that we identify than assured.  So how is that supposed to work?  

You expect me be Father of nations, God, but have you noticed that I have no offspring?  

You expect us to be followers of Jesus who laughed at kings and aimed for a Cross…you expect us to be obedient like Paul and possess deep joy and face terrible hardship…but have you noticed, God, that we have little faith, less courage, meager understanding, distracted lives, disagreeable people, hard times…?

And God says to God’s Chosen at Zion…here’s what you can expect:  to quote Paul:  We are expecting a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ…
Who says not only to Herod but to us, 'Listen, [God is in charge here….]

Thanks be to God.

Amen.







