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“Catechism Review: Management of Life Energy”


The Fourth Sunday after Pentecost							 June 28, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


Old Testament Lesson								          Exodus 20:8-11
Epistle Lesson									       Galatians 5:13-26
Gospel Lesson										 Mark 2:23-27


The Third Commandment can be stated in these words: “I will be your God, and you will be my people, and you will manage your time to most effectively use your life energy.” I don’t want to sound too New Age or too modern, but to me the term “life energy” means a lot. It’s a very biblical concept, though the exact phrase is not in the Bible. By “life energy” I mean the energy we need to expend to live well. 

There is an energy within us that we expend as we live our lives. We can be dragging through day after day, accomplishing what we need to accomplish, barely. We can be dragging ourselves through the day, keeping our head above water, barely, but basically miserable. We can drag ourselves through our lives, being miserable and not enjoying much of anything. The trouble is when this happens, we ourselves become miserable, and we become miserable to live with. Because it is then that our tempers flare, our lives are out of control, we don’t have time to give to anybody, and we become a liability rather than an asset, wherever we happen to be. When this happens, we are living beyond our life energy. There is more going out than there is coming in, and this is no way to live. This is no way to live. 

The average person would not necessarily see this as a faith issue, but the Third Commandment is telling us that it definitely is. God did not give us life so we can drag ourselves through it. God did not give us life so it would be a daily grind of confusion. Jesus himself said “I have come that you may have life, and have that life more abundantly.” It is a matter of wisdom, and it is a matter of living wisely. It is a commitment to live by the Spirit that God put into us. It is not a matter of silly laws and endless restrictions. I’m not going to tell you what you should be doing on Sunday, or shouldn’t be doing on Sunday, and I’m not going to scream and yell because the stores are open on Sunday. That is not the issue. The issue is our own personal self-control and management of our lives, so we manage our own life energy to remain assets, gifts of God wherever we happen to be. 

Underlying the main point of this commandment are four basic assumptions about human life that we ignore at our own peril. The first assumption: When the commandment says, “In six days you shall do all of your work,” it underlines the point that each of us is to do our own work. That’s part of the third commandment: “In six days you shall do all your work.” Given to its own devices the human race will organize itself so that a privileged few people will do nothing, nothing at all, other than enjoy constant, meaningless leisure while the less lucky many will work all the time to meet the needs of the privileged few. That’s what the human race does to itself without God coaching it on how to live. In fact, in the history of the world, this is the way most people have lived. The masses have known unending, day-after-day drudgery, making the pointless leisure of the few possible. God’s plan is quite different. His plan is that no life should be a life of endless drudgery, and that no life should be a life of pointless leisure. This is maybe why so many people have a problem with retirement, because retirement is so often advertised as finally attaining the promised land of a life of pointless leisure. That is contrary to what God has put into us, and maybe that is why it causes so much harm. God’s idea is that every person will pull his own weight in doing the work of the human race for six days a week. This six days of work is intended to include both what people do to make a living, and what people do to maintain a home, and a family, and a community, all the work that is necessary to keep human life going. 

Now people may be paid for a certain amount of this work, but a paycheck is not required to be doing our work. If we are driving a bus, we are doing our work. If we are feeding babies and changing diapers, we are doing our work. If we are volunteering at the local hospital for no pay, we are doing our work. If we are caring for an aged parent, we are doing our work. If we are cutting our grass or painting our house, we are doing our work. If we are a person in school, and we are sitting in school learning or at home doing homework, we are doing our work. If we are young adults lying around the house expecting our parents to house, feed, clothe and put up with us, we are not doing our work-- another big problem in American culture. If we are bringing home a paycheck, we are doing our work; but if we keep telling the rest of our family that we are the only one doing our work because we are the only one bringing home a paycheck, then we are being thoughtless and unfair, and a little bit of a jerk. The assumption is that for six days out of the week, we will each be productive workers, adding our part to fulfilling the needs of the human race, whether we’re getting paid for it or not. Please listen to I Timothy 5:8: “If anyone does not provide for his relatives and especially for his own family, he has disowned the faith and is worse than an unbeliever.” Please listen to 2 Thessalonians 3:10: “For even when we were with you we gave this command: if anyone will not work, let him not eat.” So that’s the first assumption. In six days we will be doing our work.

The second assumption is that each human being will direct his or her life energy toward the betterment of the community. It is important that we each take care of ourselves. We need to take care of ourselves. But it is important that we take care of ourselves so we are available to our family and to the community. It is important that we take care of ourselves so that we are an asset to the people counting on us, because when we don’t take care of ourselves we become liabilities. We become a draw on the energy of our family and of our community. The Bible consistently speaks of each person as a part of a bigger body, serving the bigger body, aware of the value of all the other parts of the body. The only cells in the human body that grow with no idea or concern for the other parts of the body are what we call cancer cell, or viruses, you might add those. Cancer cells and viruses grow only for themselves. They do not serve the body in which they are found. They use the body in which they are found for their own growth, and they do it until they have killed the body in which they exist. It is the same with human beings who live their lives with no thought for the rest of the body.

The third assumption is that our lives will be driven by our servant purpose in life and not by the passions and desires of the flesh. Material things are always the tools of life, the tools we need or want to live. The material things of life are not a way of keeping score. The material things of life are not a way of giving meaning to life. The material things are the tools of life. Please listen to I Timothy 6:6-10: “There is great gain in godliness with contentment, for we brought nothing into this world and we cannot take anything out of this world. But if we have food and clothing, with these we shall be content. But those who desire to be rich fall into temptation. They fall into a snare. They fall into many senseless and hurtful desires that plunge people into ruin and into destruction. For the uncontrolled desire to accumulate money for its own sake is the root of all evils. It is through this craving that some have wandered away from the faith and pierced their hearts with many pains.” 

The fourth assumption is that one’s life will be managed with self-control and discipline. The typical American doesn’t understand this concept at all. The typical American will engage in activity until they drop over dead, whether it’s drinking, or shopping, or eating, or lying in a hammock, or working. One will not work until one drops over. One will not work until things get so bad that everybody around says, “You have to quit!” and you start saying, “Oh, but I can’t.” One will not lazy around until forced to do something. One will, led by the Spirit, seek a balance in life that manages and preserves life energy before a life crisis forces change upon a person. God put our lives in our hands and said, “Here, manage them. Manage the life energy that I have given you.”

 I want to give you a simple analogy to help make the point. Sometimes when we apply these things to ourselves, they are very difficult, but if we turn it around and we see it applied to somebody else, we get the point pretty quickly. What I want you to do is imagine that tomorrow morning you’re going to have surgery. What do you hope about the surgeon that is about to perform surgery on you in the morning? Here’s what I hope: I hope that the surgeon is a person who has had a good work ethic throughout life. I hope it is a person who does not believe in shortcuts. I hope it is a person who studied every lesson, in every book, in every class. I hope it is a person who takes surgery very seriously, and who takes my body very seriously. I hope that surgery is not a hobby for this person. I hope this surgeon is a person convinced that one’s life energy is to be directed toward the service of prayer. I hope that when this surgeon looks at me, he or she sees a body needing healing care. I hope that when this surgeon looks at me, he or she doesn’t see a bigger boat, a longer trip, or an earlier retirement. I hope that this surgeon is a person not driven by passions and desires for great wealth, who is doing two or three times the number of procedures one should be doing in the hope of accumulating greater wealth more quickly. I hope that the surgeon is well rested, and that his or her mind is clear, and that his or her hands are not shaking from fatigue or worry, or concern about life. I hope that the surgeon hasn’t spent the previous night passed out drunk. I hope that the surgeon isn’t trying to juggle two or three different lives; I hope he doesn’t pick up the scalpel to work on me, worried that on this day his mistress and his wife might have lunch together. I hope that the surgeon isn’t so preoccupied with the troubles of his or her own life that he or she can’t concentrate on me. I hope that the surgeon gets along with the other people in the surgical theater; that the surgeon isn’t so mean and nasty that no one likes to work with him or her. I hope that the surgeon’s life is well managed and under control, so that I will get the attention I think my body deserves. I hope the surgeon is rested enough to do the absolute best possible for me. 

The great philosopher Vince Lombardi once said, “Fatigue makes cowards of us all.” In reality, fatigue makes idiots of us all. Fatigue makes every one of us a miserable person, and fatigue makes every one of us a miserable person to be with. While laziness is a great curse in this world, overwork and mismanagement of life energy are equally great curses. Heaven save us from the lazy and the unmotivated, and heaven also save us from the overworked, disorganized, mismanaged, out of control people who don’t have the good sense to manage their life energy to be available to be the servants they are called to be. None of us wants to be operated on by a surgeon who has not committed himself to his profession, who is self-serving, who is driven by passions and desires, who is not rested, who is not under control. We understand that that is not who we want operating on us, yet we get ourselves into positions where we are over-extended as individuals. We go through our lives, dragging ourselves along, miserable, making people around us miserable as well. Men are trying to be husbands and fathers, with other people depending upon them, when they do not manage the life energy it takes to be a husband and a father. Women are trying to be wives and mothers, with other people depending upon them, when they do not manage the life energy it takes to be a wife or a mother. Children are growing up with little sense of rest or managing life energy. If you ask me, “What’s the most unpleasant sight on Sunday morning?” I would say its empty pews. If you would ask me, “What’s the second most unpleasant sight on Sunday morning?” I would say it is the sight of young people and children who can’t stay awake, not because I’m boring, but because they stay up all night and there is no management of their energy. 

The Third Commandment is telling us that we need to stop, every week, even every day, to give our life energy a chance to catch up with our activities, our desires, and the demands we put on ourselves. Now the Old Testament Jews took this concept and developed about a thousand rules for carrying it out, and this was plain silly. That’s what Jesus said. Jesus tells us to internalize the principle of the Sabbath rest, and to follow it to manage our life energy. If you have a job that means you must work on Sunday (I wonder who has a job like that), then it’s up to you to manage your life so that the Sabbath rest gets into your life on some other day of the week. The world would be better off with fewer lazy wastrels, and the world would be better off with fewer over-wrought, tired, driven, angry, tense workaholics who don’t stop to rest, and even make work out of fun, so that when the day off is over, one begins one’s work week more tired than when the day off started. The principle of the Sabbath isn’t that you take a day off to run yourself ragged having fun. That’s not the principle of the Sabbath either. The Sabbath is no longer a special day of the week for many people, it is a time management principle that allows for rest, for reflection, time to slow down, time to enjoy, time to remember that life is a gift from a loving God, and not an unending drudgery or a ceaseless striving after wind. The Sabbath is God’s gift to us, to help us be human beings rather than human doings. If the fun is slipping away from you, get back to the Sabbath, and don’t ever give it up. Remember it always. Amen. 
