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A PARABLE FROM THE PAST

One of my favorite Old Testament stories, tucked away in this seldom dusted corner of the Bible, is the story of our Scripture for this morning: a prophet’s warning to King Ahab.  One day as King Ahab was riding home from a very successful battle, where he and his generals had completely destroyed the far superior Armenian army, one of his own men, covered in the dust of battle, head bandaged and bleeding, hailed him to tell him of this episode in battle.  “O king!  I was out in the field, just in the thick of battle,” he said, “when one of the captains turned back from the front and brought me a prisoner.  ‘Guard this captive with your life,’ he ordered, ‘lest your own your life be forfeit if he is missing.’  And I meant to guard him.  I had every loyal intention, but there was so much to do, so much to watch and win and avoid.  And, as I was busy here and there, the prisoner escaped.  All of a sudden, he disappeared, he was gone!”  “Then, that is your sentence,” the King announced.  “You have pronounced it yourself: your life for his life!”  Then the prophet, this man of God, quickly removed the headband from his eyes, and the King of all Israel recognized him as one of the prophets, and that this tale of battle was but a message from Yahweh.

I wonder if you and I can be so discerning and sense the prophetic edge of this ancient confession: “While I was busy here and there, he was gone!” – the confession of any man or woman who has one primary thing to do, but so scatter his/her loyalties, that this one thing so needful escapes.  Too busy!  When life is just too busy and the truly important aspects escape us.  Too busy!  Perhaps the most common cause of many of our failures in life today.  Oh, I don’t mean just the failures in business or career, but the more basic failure, the failure in the grand art of living, the failure brought on by the costly blunders in life that rob us of the zest and meaning and joy of living – so busy, so preoccupied with the trivialities, that we fail to put first things first, and the things which supremely matter go unguarded and escape us.

You see, life is quite unpredictable when it comes to things that are really important.  Seldom does life come to us when we are idle, sitting by with folded hands, and fill our hands with an urgent task.  No, it is rather when we re already in the thick of things, in the thick of battle, when everything is moving so fast we can hardly keep up; it is then that the voice comes saying, “Here is something of great importance; take it, preserve it, guard it for your very life’s sake.”  And we fully intend to guard it, to protect this special gift of life, but we find ourselves so busy, so caught up in life, in making a living, caring for the family, struggling for identity, doing “our thing” – from being a retired pastor, a professional volunteer, a mission enabler, a golfer, a tennis or bridge player, a church worker, a care provider – that while we are busy here and there, this special gift, this rare captive, is gone.

How many have you known who have been granted the most sacred of relationships, the human family, and have taken for granted its privileges, assuming it would always be there to enjoy, but while they (or we) were busy here and there, the years so brimful of that blessing have poured out its content and gone?  How many have you known who have had the rare talent for human friendship, a chance to discover just what mortals can mean to one another?  But they have been so busy here and there, that when they pause for a moment to look around, that spouse, that friend of the years, has gone.  And how many have you known who have had the rare gift of “soul,” that religious spark at the center of our being, that kind of religious life that adds depth and quality and timber to our days and enables us to experience God at work in all areas of our living?  You see, this potential for knowing God intimately is truly ours, but life is so short and we have been so busy and rushed that even this rare gift of God, when we need him most, is distanced if not gone.  “But religion takes time – this thing called “Faith” is hard work!” a recent confirmand shared with me.  And while we are busy here and there, as was the man in the prophet’s story, faith, buoyant, singing faith, is gone, leaving not even an echo.  The world may be ours, our barns may be full – but, have we lost our souls in the process – can you discern the cutting edge of the prophet’s message – so busy, in the heat of battle, that the one thing we should guard escapes us, it is gone?

There is no doubt in my mind that we, particularly our generation, live in an age of “rapid pace.”  It was so in pre-retirement, and in retirement, and it includes all professions particularly the helping professions; it was and still is evident in our homes, in our play, in our church.  Hurried, hectic people – just a little proud of how busy we are!  And so we go, go, go, and do, do, do until we are confronted with a physical or spiritual “red light” that literally stops us in our tracks, or we come once again face to face with the man called Jesus who reminds us that redemptive living, abundant living is really a matter of emphasis, a question of choice.  Jesus steps into our lives to remind us that life is shockingly short and our capacities for living surprisingly limited and there is never time to be just busy here and there.  Life has to be invested in things that count, lest we live our lives and come to the end of our days, and history will write our epitaph, “So What?”  I thought about this frequently during last year’s election, how history has a way of writing our epitaphs, as I listened to evaluations of prior presidents and what it is they are most remembered for.  And then here come a new president and his wife, and they are saying over and over again, that no matter the business of being President and First Lady, that they both have a calling far higher: their faith, yes, but also those two little girls who went to the White House with them.  In one evaluation of the first 100 days, the writer highlighted Barrack’s and Michelle’s protection of their time to be with their daughters daily, if they were in Washington. So busy and yet still able to put first things first.

One day Jesus walked clear-eyed into the lives of some very busy people with the offer of a lifetime: “Follow me!”  Jesus challenged them to put first things first – to make choices.  But one had just married and was establishing his home and wasn’t quite settled as of the moment.  A second was launching a new business which was all en-grossing.  A great loss had touched a third and he was working through his grief.  Note, each was engaged in noble causes, home, business, and family. Perhaps each in his own way wanted to follow, but they could not put first things first.  Did Jesus say, “That’s okay?”  No!  Listen to what Jesus did say.  “I tell you, that which I offer – an opportunity to know God through following me - is a special pearl.  A wise merchant will sell everything to gain this priceless jewel.  You and I will gain it for no less; for the pearl of life never goes at a bargain price!” And the man in the prophet’s story wanted so much to be loyal, to guard his prisoner.  But there was just so much to do when you are in the midst of battle, or in the midst of living your life.  And that is exactly the problem, isn’t it?  So busy here and there, even in the midst of Montreat, especially in the midst of Montreat, that this pearl of great price may/can escape us.  We can gain the whole world, and lose our souls!  That is when our loyalties become tragedies.  Abundant living requires choices of those who hear and respond to the beat of a distant, different drummer, a higher power.

The Apostle Paul, busy man that he was, developed a Christ-like sense of urgency for life and knew that we alone are responsible for the time given to us.  Only we can determine how we invest our lives, whether or not we respond to Christ.  If we leave our response to chance, it will never happen.  Life is just too busy.  To respond calls for choices, it calls for discipline.  Therefore, he urged the early church to “stand firm and hold fast to the traditions which you were taught,” - perhaps good advise for us today – to put first things first – to center our lives in what really matters.  AND WHAT IS THAT, WHAT REALLY MATTERS IN LIFE, WHAT REALLY MATTERS FOR US AS PARTICIPANTS IN THE KINGDOM OF GOD?

For the last few weeks I have been giving this some serious thought: WHAT MATTERS?  Let me share three suggestions. (First) An awareness of God – this matters.  A growing awareness of that personal power and force present in the very center of our being and of all of life.  Daily thought and meditation and contemplation of the living Word – that is needed.  As is corporate worship- for without it the fire of the Spirit dies.  Each of us needs to nurture this presence of the loving Father who wants nothing more than to love us and to be loved by us.  An awareness of God – a surrender to God’s love, this is important.  (Secondly) An awareness of our own identity – this matters deeply.   I really think the early church fathers got it wrong when they emphasized that we are first of all sinners.  It’s not so! It is so devaluating! We are first of all children of God, made in God’s own image, and loved so much by God, so unconditionally by him, that God’s only son came to show us just how much we are loved, how much we are valued, how that love for us is based entirely in God, not in us or anything we do.  You are foremost, a child of God, unconditionally loved.  That matters, and the fact that God so loves me, I then can love myself, broken, lame, forgiven sinner that I am, loved, claimed, named  “Child of the Covenant.”  An awareness of God, that matters.  An awareness of self.  That matters. (And thirdly,) an awareness of others – this is so important.  Daring to live on the assumption that all we ever keep is that which we give away in acts of loving kindness.  Daring to take up the towel of human service, as Jesus did, to be brother or sister to another of God’s children, that is the purpose of life, that is our purpose of ministry.  To love God, to accept God’s love for us as a child of God, and then to love the child of God in all his created.

Why choose these three? You already know the answer.  One day a man walked into the life of Jesus and asked him what was the most important thing that he should do – what was his mission in the battle of life?  And without batting an eye, Jesus answered: “You are to love the Lord your God with all your heart, mind and soul and will, and you are to love your neighbor as you are to love yourself.  First things first! To love God, to love yourself as a child of God, and then to love the child of God in your neighbor – this is the greatest of all the commandments.  Life is just too short to be so busy here and there, that this one important commandment be disregarded and lost.  For this unconditional love of God for us and all his created is the pearl of great price. So much to do: It requires discipline, it requires choices, it requires balance in what we do with our lives.

This parable from the past is indeed a timely message for each of us today.  We can be so busy here and there, that the pearl of life escapes us, as it did the soldier in the prophets message, as it did the young art student in the class William H. Hunt, famous artist of the last century, was teaching by the lake as the sun was setting.  Hunt noticed that his young art student was spending his strokes painting an old red barn, covered with shingles, and had not gotten to the glories of the evening sky.  And this wise teacher standing over the shoulder of his student, said finally, and quietly, “Son, it won’t be light for long.  You must choose between shingles or sunsets.  There is only time for one or the other.”

When life becomes so busy, we have to choose between shingles and sunsets.  There is time for only one or the other. As for me, I choose Christ of the sunsets.  What about you?
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