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“Catechism Review:  Thy Will Be Done On Earth As It Is In Heaven”


The Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost					         August 30, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								         Genesis 1:26-31
Epistle Lesson									         Romans 12:1-21
Gospel Lesson									               John 6:35-40


Today we come to, “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven.”  Luther asks:  “What does this mean?”  We are to respond, “The good and gracious will of God is done even without our prayer, but we pray in this petition that it may be done among us also.”  Luther then asks, “How is God’s will done?”  We are to respond, “God’s will is done when he breaks and hinders every evil plan and purpose of the devil, the world, and our sinful nature, which do not want us to hallow God’s name or let his kingdom come.  And when he strengthens and keeps us firm in his word and faith until we die, this is the good and gracious will of God.”

Today’s sermon is, once again, in three parts.  My goal is to help us better grasp the concept of God’s will in this world and in our personal lives.  Though my beginning point and my ending point may seem odd at first, I share them with you because they help me to grasp the concept of God’s will, working itself out in this world and working itself out in my life.  I hope this approach will help you as well.  In the first part of the sermon I am going to set before you an analogy--an analogy involving General Dwight Eisenhower and the invasion of Normandy on June 6, 1944.  In the second part of the sermon I am going to talk about how the will of God is involved in this world in general.  In the third part I’m going to share with you something I call “Golfing with Jesus.”  

The first part.  In my opinion, General Dwight Eisenhower was the greatest military leader ever produced by the United States.  He was responsible for planning and executing the invasion of North Africa in 1942.  He was responsible for the planning and the execution of the invasion of Normandy in June of 1944, and he was responsible for the defeat of Germany in France and Germany in 1944 and 1945.  His planning abilities were amazing.  His ability to keep cantankerous egomaniacs working together has perhaps never been equaled.  His ability to balance the efforts of millions of people and uncountable resources toward the completion of the objectives assigned to him is totally awesome.  Eisenhower was never noted for his speaking ability, so we don’t hear many quotations from General Eisenhower.  But I want to share with you my favorite quotation from General Dwight Eisenhower.  This is what it is:  “Before the battle planning is everything.  Once the battle begins, your plans mean little.  Before the battle planning is everything.  Once the battle begins, your plans mean little.”  

I’d like to apply that thought in reference to the Invasion of Normandy in June of 1944.  Eisenhower spent more than a year, more than a year, directing the work of tens of thousands of people to plan the Invasion of Normandy.  Millions of photographs were taken and analyzed.  Maps were made.  Tactics were rehearsed and practiced over and over.  This was the largest military operation in history and nothing was left unplanned.  Eisenhower knew what he wanted to happen.  He could see it.  He had a clear vision of the battle and how it would go.  But once the battle began, his plans meant little.  His plans meant little because everything he had planned was opposed by a powerful enemy who did all he could to ruin the plan.  He had planned for bad weather, but the weather was worse than anyone thought it could be.  There was poor execution all over the place.  Some participants had not prepared as thoroughly as they should have.  Some men simply could not perform under the conditions they faced.  Some of the men turned out to be self-centered cowards and they let people down.  Some people tried to take short-cuts and the short-cuts didn’t work.  Some people got on the shore and things looked different than they had anticipated, so they couldn’t adapt to things that were new.  Every bit of poor execution made a mess out of someone else’s excellent execution.  Some men didn’t grasp the over-all objective, so when their next step wasn’t available to them, they did nothing.  Some men were so appalled by the mess of the situation that they couldn’t function, and they just gave up.  

So what did make the Invasion a success?  The Invasion was a success even though Eisenhower’s plan was shot to bits, because enough people did the following.  They didn’t sit and whine because things weren’t going according to plan.  That’s very important—they didn’t sit and whine because things weren’t going according to plan.  They didn’t spend their time trying to assess blame for what was going wrong.  They didn’t stand around and say, “It’s his fault.  It’s his fault.”  They believed in the overall objective which was to defeat the German army to the point of establishing a beach-head.  They then asked the most important question ever to be asked in human events.  I want you to remember this question:  “Now that things aren’t going according to plan, where do we go from here to use our training and commitment to achieve the objective we have set out to achieve?”  I want you to remember that question.  As these brave men adapted to the changing circumstances around them, Eisenhower gave them the support they needed.  The beach-head was established, and the march to Berlin was on.  

Now here’s my question.  Was Eisenhower’s will done?  One could say, “No.  Eisenhower’s will was not done because things didn’t go as he had planned.  His original vision was not carried out, so his will was not done.”  Personally, I think that is pretty short-sighted.  I would choose to say, “Yes, Eisenhower’s will was done, even though the original vision was not carried out.  When parts of his plan fell apart because people didn’t follow through on their responsibilities, and circumstances changed, courageous and highly trained men committed to the objective, adapted to new situations to achieve the objective.  As situations changed, Eisenhower committed resources to new plans which were different from what he had envisioned.  In the end, his will was done.  His objectives were achieved.”  The carrying out of Eisenhower’s will involved a grand vision of what he wanted--intense and thorough planning.  When the plan was opposed, and to a great extent ruined, adapted plans and strategies were carried out that accomplished the objective.  And it all hinged on the ability of Eisenhower and his leaders to ask that most important question:  “Now that things aren’t going according to the plan, where do we go from here to use our training and commitment to achieve the objective we have set out to achieve?”  Eisenhower’s ability to train his leaders to be adaptable and his willingness to support them when circumstances changed led to the doing of his will.  Well, that’s just the analogy, that’s just the opening story.  

Now we get to part two of the sermon.  When I look at how things worked for Eisenhower on June 6, 1944, this helps me to grasp the working-out of God’s will in this world and God’s will in my life.  We are all aware of God’s original vision and his grand plan in creation.  We all learned about it in Sunday school a long time ago.  God stood back from what he had made and he was ecstatic at how it had all turned out.  He said, “This is great!  This is beautiful!”  He saw the beauty of his creations living out a mutually supportive harmony, and he was in awe of what he had done.  “This is great!” he said.  “This is very, very good!  Oh, this is wonderful!”  This was God’s ultimate vision of what he desired, and this was his will.  But then God turned it over to mankind, to discover that mankind was not going to cooperate in the execution of God’s will.  When the fall into sin, by the human race, made a mess of God’s original plan, God chose to respond with the great question of all time:  “Now that my original plan has not been followed where do we go from here?  Is there some way that my objective can be achieved, even though the beauty of my original plan has been destroyed?”  God’s decision was to put into place his redemptive will—to salvage what could be salvaged.  Now listen carefully.  Though his original vision had been ruined, he would find a way for his will to be done in a fallen world—in an imperfect world.  God’s original vision did not involve the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross.  But when his original vision was ruined by the poor execution of mankind, God adapted with his redemptive will to accomplish his ultimate goals, of that which he had created living in supportive harmony eternally.  

When we speak of God’s will, this is the most important concept to keep in mind.  God’s will in general and God’s will for your life, isn’t an iron-clad blueprint to be followed at all costs or abandoned.  God’s will for your life isn’t a book that was written long ago, which you are acting out like a puppet on a string.  God’s will his is vision of eternal life toward which he leading us.  There is a path set before each of us to walk, but God doesn’t abandon us when we do not walk in that path.  God’s will is his redemptive activity supporting us even when we go off the path he has set before us when we mess up.  And God’s constant question in response to the living of your life is this:  “Where do we go from here?  How do we get out of this mess and reach the goal that I have envisioned for this person’s existence?”  And that is God’s will for your life.  That is the message of the cross of Jesus Christ.  The original vision is ruined, but the drive toward the final objective of harmonious eternal life for that which God has created is still on.  The operative question is no longer, “What did I desire to begin with?” but now, “Where do we go from here?  And how can I make redemption of my ruined vision possible?”

Part three of the sermon—golfing with Jesus.  Please don’t be offended.  You don’t have to know anything about golf to get the point of golfing with Jesus.  In fact, you can think that golf is the most stupid waste of time ever invented, and still get the point.  So, if you hate golf and all that it stands for, try to set that aside.  Please follow along, because the point isn’t golf.  The point is how does the will of God function in your life and mine?  And this is the analogy I’ve got!  

Here is how golfing with Jesus works.  A person goes out to play golf with Jesus as his coach.  Jesus envisions this person scoring even par over eighteen holes.  If this person listens and does what Jesus tells him to do, he will score even par over eighteen holes.  On the first tee Jesus gives instructions on which club to use, how to hold the club, how to swing the club, everything necessary to hit the ball straight down the fairway two hundred thirty yards.  The golfer listens carefully and takes practice swings which follow Jesus’ words exactly.  But then, they’re just practice swings.  Now he tees up the ball and he is ready to begin the round.  The back swing goes perfectly.  Right up to the top of the swing.  At the top of the swing, an interesting thought goes through this man’s mind, “Jesus was talking about two hundred and thirty yards, but if I swing just a little bit faster and just a little bit harder, I bet I can get at least two hundred fifty yards out of this shot.”  So he swings faster, and he swings harder, and the ball goes about two hundred twenty yards—off into the woods on the right side of the fairway.  And there he is—in the woods.  This is the crucial moment in golfing with Jesus.

There are three things that Jesus does not do.  Number one.  He does not walk away in anger.  He does not walk away shouting to this person, “You wouldn’t follow directions so I’m out of here!”  “Listen.  It’s going to be my way or the highway.”  “If you would have listened, you wouldn’t be over there in the woods!  I’m out of here!”  Jesus doesn’t do that.  Here’s another thing that Jesus doesn’t do.  He doesn’t stand on the first tee to berate our golfer with all sorts of negative anger.  Jesus doesn’t say, “I’m going to stay with you for this whole round and you are really going to regret it, because I’m going to ride you mercilessly until you either listen or give up.”  Jesus doesn’t do that either.  The third thing that Jesus doesn’t do is extremely important.  Be sure you get this down.  He doesn’t let him hit another ball.  The man will turn to Jesus and say, “Can I hit another ball?” and Jesus will say, “Absolutely not!  You are going to live with the shot you made.”  

Here is what Jesus does.  He says to the golfer, “That is an interesting approach to this hole.  It doesn’t look like you got the extra twenty yards you were fantasizing about.  Unless you want to count the distance you went off line?  Let’s go find the ball, and let’s see where we can go from there.”  Jesus and the man take off into the woods looking for the ball.  They find the ball in the woods and Jesus says, “The best move would be to hit the ball sideways out into the fairway.  Take the extra stroke and go for one over par.”  But our golfer friend isn’t so sure.  He says, “I think I can get the ball through a break in the foliage—put it on the green and save par.”  Jesus asks, “Were did you get this idea from?”  The golfer says, “I saw Tiger Woods do it on television.”  Then Jesus says, “Well, it’s up to you.  It’s your decision.”  After a mighty swing the ball hits a tree pretty square and ends up farther into the woods then before.  Once again Jesus says, “Well, that’s the problem with those Tiger Woods shots.  You are nowhere near as good as Tiger Woods.  Now you have to live with this.  Let’s go find the ball and see where we go from there.  I think we are probably looking at two or three over par for now, but we can get home from where you are, all is not lost.”  

Here’s the question:  Is God’s will being done here?  The vision that Jesus had for this man’s round of golf is frustrated by the man’s unwillingness to execute as Jesus tells him, and his inability to execute as he images himself able to do.  So in that sense God’s will is not being done.  The same way God’s will is not really done in your life or mine.  However, it is God’s will to stay with our golfer to do all that can be done to help him successfully finish the round—scoring the lowest score possible with the most fun possible, and perhaps even to unlock his full potential as a golfer, so he will play better in future rounds.  So in this sense, God’s will is being done because he is maintaining his redemptive presence.  And that is how God’s will is done in your life and mine.  We go off the path, but Jesus maintains his redemptive presence always asking the question, “Where do we go from here?  How can I help you redeem what you have done?”  Our golfer will more than likely continue to take an occasional short-cut which will go wrong, and he will have difficulty executing what Jesus tells him.  But God’s will is being done as long as he continues golfing with Jesus.  This helps me.  I hope it helps you.  

Personally I am convinced that God’s will is being done in my life.  Not because I am such a good Christian, because I’m not.  Not because I am always obedient; as much as you might find that hard to believe I’m not.  Not because I am able to execute God’s will to perfection.  And not because I have no fantasizes about my ability to perform.  Not because I am so wise that I know what God’s will is for me in exactly every instance.  But I believe that God’s will is being done in my life because in my life I like to think that I am golfing with Jesus.  

When I share golfing with Jesus there are those who think it is one of the dumbest things they have ever heard.  Others have said, “Wow, what a great way to look at God’s involvement in my life.  Thanks, that helps me see how gracious God is and how he is working out his redemptive will in my life, even though I cannot follow the ideal path of his will for my life.”  If you find yourself in the first group and you think this is the dumbest thing you ever heard, please think about it a little while before you throw it out completely.  And anyway, there are great hymns being sung today, great worship, and whoever said you were going to get excited about every sermon you ever heard.  But if you find yourself in the second group, I hope that golfing with Jesus sticks with you.  I hope it makes you smile from time to time, and I hope it gives you daily confidence in God’s presence and God’s activity in your life.  It is God’s will to walk with you day by day wherever you go—as your Savior, your Counselor, your Guide, your Comforter, your Encourager, your Teacher, and your Hope.  And when you welcome him on the walk that this your life, his will is being done.  Amen
