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“Making Room for Hope:  Letting Go of Harmful Habits”


The Third Sunday in Advent							    December 13, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								        Psalm 119:33-40
Epistle Lesson									              Titus 2:11-14
Gospel Lesson									        Matthew 7:24-27


Well, my voice is partly back.  In my mind I think I sound like Ronald Reagan.  But, I’m not really sick, and it doesn’t hurt.  So you just think in terms of Ronald Reagan’s voice, not necessarily his thinking.

Today we’re going to talk about Advent hope again.  I want to talk about making room for hope.  The problem is that so often when people want to be hopeful they can’t, because there are things in their lives that keep driving the hope away.  Today we want to talk about old habits, particularly old habits of thinking.  Jesus tells us that as we think so our life will be.  In saying this he is not teaching us that we can make things the way we want them to be by thinking the correct way.  The fact is that we can’t make things the way we want them to be by any means--let alone by thinking.  The hand we are dealt in life is the hand we have been dealt.  Our gender, our race, our talents, our limitations, our physical attributes, our home, our parents, our siblings—what you get is what you get.  No amount of thinking is going to change it.  The circumstances of our lives are most often beyond our control—the weather, war or peace, sickness or health, prosperity or recession.  We have to all deal with the same things that everyone else has to deal with.  When the I-35W Bridge collapsed someone was the last person to drive across it safely.  Someone else was the first person to stop in front of the wreckage.  And everybody else in between was involved in a terrible disaster.  These are simply facts.  No amount of thinking about them can change them for anybody involved.  

So, are we just stuck?  Absolutely not.  Absolutely not.  We have all the control in the world over how we choose to respond.  How we choose to respond to the hand we have been dealt, and how we choose to respond to the circumstances of our lives, that is in our hands.  Our lives consist of our responses.  Our responses to life are determined by our habits of thought.  As we think, so our lives will be.  

Here’s a simple example.  Two drivers are driving down a highway on the same day.  Vehicles ahead of each of them kick up a stone, and chip the windshield of both cars.  The first driver becomes angry.  He curses.  He begins to wonder why all of this stuff happens to him.  He puts himself in a foul mood.  And this foul mood continues for the rest of the day, and his wife and his children pay for it.  The second driver is disappointed by the inconvenience, but he figures, “It’s bound to happen sometime.”  He plans on when he will get the windshield fixed, and he goes about his business for the day.  He avoids the foul mood, so his wife and children don’t have to pay for it.  I know what a couple of you are thinking out there.  But in my story, both of these men had full glass coverage with the same insurance company.  So this is not part of the issue.  The only issue was how they responded to circumstances beyond their control.  And they both responded according to the habits of thought that they have developed through their lives.  As a man thinks, so shall his life be.  And we might add, so shall the life of his wife and children be as well.

Now the season of Advent is a time before Christmas for us to nurture ourselves on godly hope--to take time to receive the King of Kings, the Prince of Peace--the one who comes to give us peace and to give us hope--to receive him in such a way that we actually live in this godly hope.  And hoping is not wishing.  Hoping is living in confidence.  Hoping is living in confidence that this is God’s world, and his grace is sufficient for us, and it’s great to be alive.  That’s what it is to live in godly hope.  

Here are three habits of thinking to control in our lives, so that hope can be nurtured in our lives.  First of all we have the habit of over-simplifying the past to support a negative response to life.  Satan wants us to have negative responses to life.  Satan wants us to believe that nothing is hopeful.  Satan wants us to live in hopelessness.  So he puts thoughts into our minds, patterns of thinking.  One of the most harmful is the habit of over-simplifying the past to support a negative response to life.  

This happens in two typical ways.  One is to turn the past into the Golden Age.  It’s a typical thought process of human beings to turn the past into a Golden Age when life was worth living; when people were noble; when worries were few; when traffic actually moved; when the government knew what it was doing; when young people were respectful; when schools knew how to teach.  Ah, the Golden Age.  The fact is that none of this is accurate and none of this ever happened.  The past was just as jumbled up as is the present.  The only purpose for over-simplifying the past into the Golden Age is to reinforce our sense of hopelessness about today.  We find ourselves challenged by the present.  We see no answer.  And by golly, the reason that there is no hope is because the Golden Age has been lost.  Oh, it’s gone!  The problem with this pleasant escape into “Norman Rockwell World” is that it serves only one purpose—it reinforces our sense of hopelessness.  It is a useless, harmful habit of thought to turn the past into a Golden Age so that we can remain hopeless today.

A second way to over-simplify the past is to convince ourselves that we are miserable today because nothing good has ever happened to us.  We take all the bad people we have ever known on their worse day.  We take all of the unfair experiences we have ever had, seen in their worse light.  We add our greatest disappointments.  We become the cameraman in our mind, and we film a bad-luck memory video in our mind.  Then we watch it day after day after day after day after day after day.  We play our bad-luck video for ourselves constantly.  We convince ourselves that we have no hope for today; we are miserable today, because nothing good has ever happened to us, and the video proves it.  But, isn’t the video factual?  Didn’t these people exist?  Didn’t these things happen?  Weren’t these our disappointments?  Don’t tell me my video isn’t correct!  Well, I tell you, these people did exist.  These things did happen.  These were your disappointments.  But I also want to share with you two very important facts.  Almost everybody on the face of the earth could make their own video, which would rival yours for misery.  One simple example would be the tennis pro Alex Agassi.  I understand he just wrote a book explaining how he was made miserable by his father who forced him to become the number one tennis player in the world.  Oh, boo hoo.   I can imagine poor Alex Agassi playing his bad luck misery video for himself day after day after day, to convince himself that he is miserable today because nothing good ever happened to him.  

The second fact I want to share with you is that if you chose instead to make a video staring the best people you have met, on their best day, the most pleasant experiences you have had, seen in their best light, adding in your greatest joys, and if you chose to watch that video day after day after day, you might actually grow to prefer it to “It’s a Wonderful Life.”  The fact is that the video you chose to view every day of your past is the video that you have constructed.  And what it shows you is what you chose to see as your response.  The problem with this focus on our miserable past is that it is a stacked deck, and the only purpose it serves is to keep hope at arm’s length, and to convince us that this is not God’s world, and his grace is not sufficient for us.  That is the only purpose the bad-luck, misery video serves in our lives.  People try to show us this and our answer is to watch the video again and again and again.  Then we ask our friends to come watch the video with us, “Come, and watch my bad-luck, misery video with me.”  And finally they get tired of watching it with us.  So, we add a scene to the video about how insensitive our friends have become.  

The first line of a “Tale of Two Cities” tells the whole thing—it sums it all up.  Do you remember the book?  “It was the best of times; it was the worst of times.”  When Dickens wrote that he was referring to the time around the French Revolution.  But it refers to every day in the history of this world.  Every day in the history of this world has been the best of times; it has been the worst of times.  Get out of the mental habit of over-simplifying that fact to reinforce your sense of hopelessness.  There’s no point in keeping God at arm’s length by rewriting the past.

The second habit is the habit of defining peace as the day nothing will be expected of me.  If you want to never know any peace in your life then define peace as the day when nothing will be expected of you.  The fact that every day of the earth has been the best of times and the worst of times, means that every day is a day in which there will be struggle of some sort for every one of us.  Peace is defined by Jesus this way, “In this world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer, for I have overcome the world.”  Here’s a little footnote for you college football fans.  If you every watch Florida plays--Tim Tebon is their quarterback.  He’s a very devout Christian.  On the little things under his eyes he has John 16:33 written.  The verse I just read is John 16:33:  “In this world you will have tribulation, but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.”  Peace is a gift from God that helps us keep our wits about us, with our confidence in God as a resource as we deal with life.  That’s peace:  dealing with life confident that God is giving us the strength and the wisdom to do so.  And this is what Jesus teaches.  Every day of our lives will expect these things of us.  Every day of our lives we will be expected to show courage.  We will be expected to show patience.  We will be expected to show confidence in God, faithfulness in our convictions, resourcefulness in dealing with what is before us, charity toward those who need our help, compassion toward those who are in need, thinking on our part, creativity on our part, energy on our part.  Happiness, peace, contentment are not the days that nothing is expected of you.  They are the days that you, by God’s strength within you, offer to God’s world what he has first offered to you.  Get out of the mental habit of seeing the challenges of life as reason for hopelessness.  Too many people say, “Ah, I am challenged today.  There is no hope.”  As Christians we say, “I will meet the challenges of today with God as my help and my guide, and that is my hope.  That is my confidence.”  

The third habit is over-simplifying the future to reinforce the hopelessness of today.  We do this in two ways as well.  First there is the tendency to think that now is bad, now is hard, but the future will be easy.  This is the habit of mind that leads people to quit drinking--next week.  This is the habit of thinking that leads people to say, “I will get my life in order next month, because next month will be easy, though today is hard.”  This is the habit of mine that leads people to think, “I will be easier to live with next year, because next year here will be more money.”  This is the habit of mind that leads people to say, “The new job will change everything.”  This is the habit of thinking that leads people to think they will become better people when they turn twelve, or is it sixteen, or is it eighteen, or is it when they leave home, or is it when they get their first job, or is it when they meet Mr. Right, or is it when they get married, or is it when their spouse finally grows up, or is when their kids behave, or is it when they retire:  The habit of thinking that today is a problem but the day is coming when it will all be easier is a bad mental habit.  It forces hope out of our lives.

A second way that we do this is to conclude that the future will be a complete disaster.  “Of course it will be!  Just look at all the trends!  The future--don’t want to see it!  Don’t want to be here!”  What a great excuse to continue hopelessness:  The conviction that the future will be a complete disaster.  When I was a second grader my teacher Miss Swedmen told us that the world would run out of oil in twenty years.  And we would have no way of heating our homes.  I remember that because she told us that in the winter.  As I walked home as a second grader, scared to death, I thought, “What are we going to do?”  That was 1952.  As you remember we ran out of oil in 1972, and we all moved to Brazil to save our lives.  I hope there isn’t some reincarnation of Miss Swedmen telling her second graders now that by 2029 we will all be boiling in Hudson’s Bay.  I learned a great deal from Miss Swedmen.  I learned that it doesn’t pay to listen to hysterics.  The mental habit of over-simplifying the future as either a Golden Age or a disaster robs people of hope and confidence in God, because the future is not going to be a disaster because God will be there.

In today’s Gospel lesson, Jesus tells us to build our lives on rock so that our lives will stand up when storms, not if storms, but when storms come.  Here’s an interesting aspect of this parable that is often missed.  No building is ever finished.  No building is ever finished.  Isn’t that an interesting concept?  Maybe many of you men can identify with this next thing.  My wife makes me watch Home and Garden television.  So I get to see a lot of homes renovated.  I watch the people come in and look at the house, and they say, “Well, it’s in bad shape, but this house has got good bones.”  What that means is that the house is dated; it is aging; it is weathered but it has good bones.  “Good bones” means it has a solid foundation, it is well designed, it will bear updating, it will look new and inviting forever—as long as it’s cared for.  That’s what they mean when they look at the house and say, “It’s got good bones.”  When God looks at this world, he sees that the world is weathered, that it is aging, and that it is in need of updating.  And then he says, “Oh, but it has good bones.  I have created it with a solid foundation.  I have designed it well.  It is not treated as well as it should be but it will bear updating.  It will bear renewing.  And it will last because I will care for it.”  And when God looks at you and me he has the same experience.  He sees that we have some miles on us.  He sees that we are troubled by the world in which we live, and by what goes on in our minds, and what Satan tries to do to twist us.  He sees that but he looks at us and he says, “Oh, but they have good bones.  I have created them well with a solid foundation that will outlast the trials of this world.  I have designed them to bear constant updating.  I have redeemed them in Jesus Christ, to live in confident hope.  And by the power of the Holy Spirit, I will rewire them to live in this new way.  They will last because I will care for them and I will be there to care for them always.”  God wants us to live in confident hope, but Satan keeps filling our heads with bad mental habits of thinking.  Set those mental habits aside.  Fill your days with the promises of God who was there at the beginning, who has been there every minute of every day since the beginning, and who will be there until the end, which, strangely enough, won’t actually be an end.  
