4

“Easter Now:  Something Greater Than the World”


The Fifth Sunday of Easter							             May 10, 2009
Reverend Randolph Sherren						          Berea Lutheran Church


First Lesson									               Acts 8:26-40
Epistle Lesson										  I John 4:1-11
Gospel Lesson										     John 15:1-8


Today I want to focus on one sentence from the Epistle Lesson:  “He who is in you is greater than he who is the world.  He who is in you is greater than he who is the world.”  And I especially want to focus on the phrase, “He who is in you.”

I’m going to begin this rather rambling sermon with a statement of the problem.  I remember back in the fall of 1957 when I went to Catechism instruction.  We went on Mondays and Thursdays after school.  It was in the fall of 1957 that Pastor Schroeder was talking to us about the existence of God.  Then he talked about Atheism.  I still remember what he told us.  He said, “There are two kinds of Atheism.  The first is really no big problem.  It’s philosophical Atheism.”  He said, “Philosophical Atheism is when an individual thinks that he or she is thinking through the situation and determines that there is no God—as a result of their conclusions they have reached.”  He said, “This is a sort of a delusion people run into where they make up their mind to avoid what is obvious.”  He said, “That’s why the Psalms tell us the fool must continue to say in his heart, over and over again, that there is no God, to somehow try to convince himself that there is no God.”  He said, “That’s Philosophical Atheism--it’s not too big a problem.”  

He said, “There is a second Atheism, and this is a much bigger problem.”  He called it “Practical Atheism.”  He said, “Practical Atheism refers to the fact that there are people who say there is a God, but then live as though he does not exist.”  So, practically they are Atheist.  He said, “This is the much bigger problem.”  He said, “You watch throughout your life, you watch people who say that they fear, love and trust in God above all things.  But then just watch and see what they really fear.  See what they really love.  And see where they really trust.”  He said, “There are many people who say they fear, love, and trust in God above all things, but they don’t.  They fear something other than God; they love things other than God; and they trust things other than God.”

I want to skip to another way of looking at this now.  It always makes me feel bad when I hear about young people who were raised in the Christian church and then they walk away from the Christian church, and some of them join a cult of some sort.  Or maybe they become Buddhists, or they join Hari Krishna, or they join Jehovah Witness or something like that.  You talk to them about why they have done this and they will say, “Well, I was raised in the Christian church and I never once got a sense of the presence of God in the Christian church.  There was no spirituality in the Christian church.  There were ideas about God and there were people who talked about God, but there was no connection with God.  And so, I’ve gone to this other religious group, and now I have a connection with God.  Now I feel the presence of God.  But being raised as a Christian, I never felt that.”

I’m going to skip to another thing.  Every once in awhile it happens to me that I’ll be talking to a young person and they’re very troubled about life.  As they’re telling me their troubles about life, I make certain observations about them.  One thing I can observe is that they’re wearing clothing that their parents bought for them.  I know that they live their lives in the home that their parents worked very hard to provide for them.  In the winter they are kept warm in this home; in the summer they are kept cool in this home—they are protected in this home.  I watch them as they are speaking to me and telling me their troubles, and I notice that they are fairly healthy.  They must be nurtured day after day by food that their parents are providing for them.  Their parents apparently sacrifice and go to work to provide food for them.  I notice that these young people speaking to me are fairly articulate, in sort of a young-person kind of way.  I realize that they are articulate, because they are being educated through great sacrifice that their parents are making on their behalf—so they can have an education.  And then as they complain to me, I realize that they are expressing values.  What I find interesting about the values they are expressing is that they are the values they’ve learned in their homes, the values they’ve learned in their church, values that I believe in, that their parents believe in, but now they are using these values to criticize their church and criticize their families.  As I listen to them I think to myself:  “Every day of their lives these young people must look in a mirror.  And when they look in a mirror they must see the resemblance between themselves and their parents.  How they look like their mother, how they look like their father, where the family resemblance is.  They must see this day after day after day, because I look at them, and they’re well-groomed.  They must have a mirror.”  After listening to them they finally will say, “Pastor, the problem is I don’t in any way feel close to my parents.  I don’t feel close to my parents, because they haven’t given me anything.”  I try to listen with a straight face.  But inside I’m kind of burning, because it’s clear to me that these young people are blind.  They are blind to the fact that their very existence is made possible by these people they don’t feel connected to.  When they talk about how they don’t like their parents, and how they got nothing from their parents, it’s not only blindness, it is blind ingratitude.  Now I always feel bad about that.  I try to help the young people see that it is blind ingratitude, and that it’s causing them and their family’s problems.  If you can imagine how that might feel, how do you think God feels about people who say they owe him nothing, because he has done nothing for them?  How do you think God feels when people say they feel no connection to him--He’s not a real part of their life?  He’s added nothing.  

I’m going to skip to another issue.  I’m going to share with you my greatest joy in life, and one of my greatest frustrations in life.  Here’s my greatest joy in life:  I am never not aware of God’s presence all around me, and God’s presence in me.  That’s the greatest joy in my life.  I am never not aware of God’s presence all around me, and of His presence in my life.  That’s my greatest joy.  Do you want to hear what one of my greatest frustrations is?  I cannot give this awareness to another person.  Man that’s a frustration.  I can preach about it, I can teach about it, I can try to explain it, I can invite people into it, but I can’t hand it to them, and that is so frustrating.  

For a number of years my family subscribed to Games Magazine.  Maybe some of you are aware of Games Magazine.  It’s a magazine filled with puzzles and optical illusions and all sorts of things—mental exercises.  Every issue had a page, and if you looked at that page it made no sense at all.  It was complete nonsense.  It just was scribbling.  You couldn’t see anything there.  But if you looked at the bottom of the page there were dots on the bottom of the page.  I believe three of those dots.  If you could focus on those dots, to somehow get your eyes to bring those dots together, so that you saw two dots rather than three--if you could bring your eyes to that focus, and then look up, and look at the page, you would see the landscape or the interior, or the portrait of the person there.  It was an interesting challenge.  Every time I would get Games Magazine I would get that page out and I would look.  I was very good at this.  I could focus my eyes to reduce the number of dots and then look up and see what was there.  On many occasions I would show this to other people and try to explain it to them, and say, “This is what you do.”  Some people would say, “Ah, that’s really cool.”  And many other people said, “I don’t see it.  I don’t see it at all.”  That’s the frustration I’m talking about.  I can preach about it, I can teach about it, I can invite, and I can say, “God is present all around us in this world, and he is present within us, and if you look at life this way, if you just focus this way, it’ll be so clear to you.  It’ll be so obvious to you, and it will be a great joy to you.”  And some people say, “Pastor, I’ve been doing that and it’s fabulous.  That’s right.”  And others say, “I can’t see it.”  

So, it has something to do with us and our perceiving what’s going on around us.  But what I want to share with you is that God’s Word uses phrases like this:  “I am in you.  I am in you.”  Now what would that mean?  Why would the Bible say that all the time, “I am in you.”  Well, St. Paul said this, “In Him we live and move and have our being.”  That’s what St. Paul said.  He said, “God is such a fact in all creation, all around us, that we live and move and have our being in Him.”  And in another place St. Paul said, “It is no longer I who live, but Christ who lives in me.”  Why would he say that on page after page after page of his writings?  The Epistle Lesson that was just read concluded with I John 4:11.  I John 4:12 says, “God dwells in us.”  

The Gospel Lesson for today is one of the many places where Jesus says, “I am in you and you are in me.  You live in my presence and I live in your life.”  Jesus says that many, many places.  St. Paul writes in I Corinthians, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple, and that God’s spirit dwells in you?”  It’s all over the Bible—“in you.”  And now in this Epistle Lesson, St. John writes, “He who is in you is greater than he who is in the world.”  Now you can go to heaven without appreciating this.  You can be redeemed in the grace of God without having this as part of your life, because God’s grace is better than what we think it is and bigger.  But many people say, “Pastor, I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I sure don’t feel that.  I sure don’t feel that I live in the presence of God.  And I sure don’t feel that God lives in me.”  So I ask the question:  What would that feel like to have God living in you?

Here’s what I think the problem is.  I think the problem is that we have never been outside the presence of God.  We have never been in a situation where God is not dwelling in us, so we are no longer aware of it.  It’s like the man who’s been married forty years to the most wonderful woman in the world, the most wonderful wife that could be imagined.  When she gets to heaven she’s going to win an award.  And this man looks at his wife and says, “She doesn’t seem so special to me.  I don’t feel it.  I don’t see it.”  You see what the problem is?  The man is so spoiled, living his entire life in the presence of a wonderful woman that he no longer is even aware of how wonderful she is.  I’ve always liked the analogy that said, “If fish would have a language, they would have no word for water.”  I think that’s so wonderful.  Because if you would try to talk to a fish, which in itself is funny to imagine, and say, “How about water?”  The fish would say, “Water?  What are you talking about?  I never heard about water.  I know nothing about water.”  You’d say, “You goofy fish!  You live in the water.  You draw your life from the water.  You swim in the water.  You float in the water.  Your food comes to you in the water.  Your whole life is water.”  The fish would say to you, “I don’t know.  I never felt that.  I was never aware of that.”  It’s about that time your friend comes up to you and asks you why you’re talking to a fish--but nonetheless. 

I want to take us back to these young people I’ve spoken to, and who have spoken to me.  Young people speaking to me wearing clothes that their parents have provided; living in a home that their parents have provided; nurtured by food their parents have provided; educated by the sacrifices of their parents.  Parroting to me the values they learned in their homes and in their church.  Looking in the mirror day after day absolutely blind if they can’t see the likeness of their mother and their father in their faces, and they sit in my office and they say, “I feel no connection to my parents.  And I feel no connection to them, because they have given me nothing.”  That’s blind ingratitude.  It’s blindness, and it’s ingratitude, because they don’t see what should be obvious to them.  And now St. John writes, “He who is in you is greater than he who is the world.”  All I want to tell you is that this is a given.  This has been given to you.  This is God’s gift.  We live surrounded by his presence and he is present within us.  We can say we don’t feel it; we can say we don’t see it; we can say it’s not important to us; we can live in blind ingratitude. And you know what?  The blood of Christ is still your salvation if that’s the way you look at it.  Christ still died for you.  You are still a Christian, and you are still headed for eternal life in heaven.  But the problem is, while you’re on your way to heaven, you’re living without one of the greatest joys and the greatest comforts that God can ever give to any of us.  And that is the joy of knowing that our lives are lived in the presence of God and that he dwells in us. 

I want to conclude with an old, old sermon illustration—one of my favorites.  It’s something you hear about every once in awhile.  You read about it in the newspaper or on the internet or wherever you get your news from.  There’s a neighborhood, and in this neighborhood there is a bag lady.  This lady wears the oldest, dirtiest clothes you can imagine.  They haven’t been in style forever.  She wanders around the streets pushing a grocery cart.  All of her possessions are in this grocery cart.  She never combs her hair.  She never bathes.  She lives in a crummy little apartment, with her crummy little possessions.  One day she gets ill and she dies.  Then people go into her apartment to take care of what’s left of her belongings.  In her apartment they discover a couple million dollars.  Then this news hits the newspaper:  BAG LADY LIVES DECREPIT LIFE BUT IS ACTUALLY A MILLIONAIRE WITH THE RESOURCES TO LIVE A BEAUTIFUL FULL LIFE.  Then we all scratch our heads and say, “Man, I wonder what that’s about?”  

There are all sorts of people who are on their way to heaven because God is good, because God forgives.  But they’re unaware of the fact that he who is in them is greater than he who is in the world.  And having the gifts of God given, as the bag lady had a million dollars or so in her apartment, many people on their way to heaven, live without this great comfort, without this great blessing, without this great joy.  My friends, I exhort you:  It is a great joy to not live as a Christian bag lady or bag man.  “He who is in you is greater than he who is the world.”  When you can put the dots together, and when you can see it, that will be your greatest joy.  Amen

