The 23rd Sunday after Pentecost
October 19, 2008
Text:  1 Thessalonians 1:1-10
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  Amen.
Let me begin by laying a few clichés on you:

· Practice what you preach.
· I would rather see a sermon than hear one.
· You can’t talk the talk if you don’t walk the walk.
That’s probably not much to go on, but actually I was picking up on St. Paul’s words from his Letter to the Thessalonians:  You became imitators of us and the Lord…so that you became an example to all the believers.  It’s a familiar theme in Paul’s letters:  over and over again he tells his Christian friends:  “You want to know how to lead the Christian life?  Imitate me!  Do what I do!”

So that’s what I’d like to do this morning:  lift up some role models for us….some faith heroes.  You see, we Lutherans we believe in saints, too.  Our Lutheran Confessions, these statements of belief written by Martin Luther and the other reformers back in the 16th century, have this to say about saints: 

 It is also taught among us that saints should be kept in remembrance so that our faith may be strengthened when we see what grace they received and how they were sustained by faith.  Moreover, their good works are to be an example for us.

So let’s look at some saints this morning….some folks whose lives are good models of how to respond to God’s grace.  But let’s not do St. Paul…or St. Francis

…not even Martin Luther….not even 20th century saints like Dietrich Bonhoeffer or Dag Hammarskjold.

Instead, let’s start with some saints we all know…

Like St. Horton!  How many of you kids know Horton the Elephant?  From Dr. Seuss’ Horton Hatches the Egg…written way back in 1940….even before I was born!

Mayzie, the mother bird is sitting on her egg, but she gets bored and wants to take a vacation and she talks Horton the elephant into taking her place.  At first, of course, he balks:
ME on your egg?  Why, that doesn’t make sense.

Your egg is so small, ma’am, and I’m so immense!

But Horton finally agrees and he promises to be faithful.  So there is this delightful picture of Horton the elephant sitting on a nest in a tree.  Dr. Seuss had written a couple of books before this one, but this was his first morality tale, his first one to show kids and adults how to live their lives.  Because, you see, Horton the elephant was faithful….he kept his promise.  Who of us who have read this book, don’t remember Horton’s memorable lines:

I meant what I said

And I said what I meant…

An elephant’s faithful

One hundred percent!

Which is exactly what God asks of us….in response to his grace in our lives….to be faithful…one hundred percent!

And that was not the only lesson that St. Horton taught us.  14 years later, in 1954, Dr. Seuss wrote another book starring Horton the elephant:  Horton Hears a Who.  In this story, Horton, with his large elephant ears, is able to hear tiny, tiny people – Who’s – who live on a teensy-weensy dust speck.  All of the other jungle animals think Horton has lost his mind and they want to destroy the dust speck.  But Horton insists that these Who’s must be protected and he goes to great lengths to do that.  After all, Horton says, A person’s a person, no matter how small.  
The very same thing that this book [hold up Bible] says, beginning in Genesis and ending in Revelation:  we are all children of God…or as St. Paul said, There is no longer Jew nor Greek, slave nor free, male nor female, for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.  
A person’s a person no matter how small.  No matter how vulnerable, no matter the color of skin.  A person’s a person no matter how small.  Even a fetus.  That’s how we live, according to St. Horton.

In between those two Horton books, in 1948, Dr. Seuss gave birth to St. Thidwick, in his book, Thidwick the Big-Hearted Moose.  Thidwick is a kind, loving, gentle moose who excels at hospitality.  First, a tiny bug asks Thidwick if he would mind if he lived on his antlers:

“Of course not!” smiled Thidwick, the big-


hearted Moose.

“I’m happy my antlers can be of some use.

There’s room there to spare, and I’m happy


to share!

Be my guest and I hope that you’re comfortable


there!”

But soon the bug is joined by a spider, then several birds, followed by a squirrel family, and then all sorts of other animals….all living on Thidwick’s antlers….all of them taking advantage of Thidwick’s loving hospitality.  Yes, Thidwick is the model of a good Christian servant, but what do you do when you’re being used?  Well, Thidwick does what all moose do:  he sheds his antlers and leaves all those free-loading guest behind!

Yes, we Christians are called to be servants of one another, but that doesn’t mean we should be used like doormats.  Martin Luther said it best:


A Christian is a perfectly free lord of all, 

subject to none.  A Christian is a perfectly dutiful

servant of all, subject to all.

In 1957, St. Grinch appeared on the scene….How the Grinch Stole Christmas.  A marvelous story of the transformation of devilish Grinch into Grinch the Saint.  Grinch lives up on top of the hill above Who-ville, and every year he hates the Who’s celebration of Christmas, with their presents, their noise, their feasts, and their singing.

So one year he decides to steal Christmas.  He descends upon the town and steals away their trees and their presents and even their food for the Christmas feast.  Here, in fact, are some of my favorite Seussian lines:

And the one speck of food

That he left in the house

Was a crumb that was even too small for a mouse.

Then

He did the same thing

To the other Who’s houses

Leaving crumbs

Much too small

For the other Whos’ mouses!

[Oh, that’s a fun line to read!  That’s why we adults love Dr. Seuss:  he is so fun to read!]

The devilish Grinch has bundled everything away, and yet he is not able to prevent Christmas from coming:

Every Who down in Who-ville, the tall and the 


Small,

Was singing!  Without any presents at all!

He HADN’T STOPPED Christmas from coming!

IT CAME!

Somehow or other, it came just the same.

“How could it be?” the Grinch wonders.

“Maybe Christmas…perhaps…means a little bit


more.”

And what happened then…?

Well…in Who-ville they say

That the Grinch’s small heart


Grew three sizes that day!

What does this story teach us about how to live?  People can change for the better!  And oftentimes we change as a result of the love of others.

Now I could have mentioned other books by Dr. Seuss:

· The Sneetches, which Dr. Seuss wrote in the midst of the civil rights struggle in this country, in 1961…a beautiful story about overcoming prejudices.
· Yertle the Turtle…a lesson about humility and wanting to control other people.

· I Had Trouble in Getting to Solla Sollew, which is like a kiddie version of John Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress.  It’s about living in hope in a broken world.

Now remember where we began this morning:  with Paul’s words about how we are to imitate the saints.  That’s how we respond to God’s grace in our lives….by living the Christian life.  And we can use these “saints” created by Dr. Seuss as role models, as examples.

And on this weekend when we honor Chris for her ministry among us for 12 years, we can recognize, too, in her life, a model for us all:

· A faithfulness to her calling, working tirelessly to establish a first-rate music and small groups program in our community.

· Her commitment to the weak and vulnerable among us.

· A constant pointing to the gracious love of God which flows into our lives.

Now all the confirmation kids have to take sermon notes and one of the questions they always have to answer is:  where is the Gospel…where is the good news in the sermon…where is the grace?  I see the grace, the gift, being in Dr. Seuss himself!

Dr. Seuss – his real name was Theodor Geisel – died in 1991.  When a friend of mine heard the news on his car radio, he cried so hard he had to pull off to the side of the road.  This was a 35-year-old man who had grown up on Dr. Seuss.  Maybe some of us had a similar reaction.

Dr. Seuss himself was the gift.  His zaniness, his zest for life…his humor!  When Dr. Seuss was 82 years old, he was asked how he was doing.  He replied:  I still climb Mt. Everest as often as I used to.  I play polo just as often as I used to.  But to walk down to the hardware store I find a little bit more difficult.
Dr. Seuss himself said that all of his books had a common thread:  hope.  Hope that each of us can change for the better…hope for a better world where we treat each other with dignity and respect and live in peace with each other.  Dr. Seuss and all of these saints that he gave birth to can be marvelous role models for us.
