The Ninth Sunday after Pentecost
August 2, 2009
Text:  Ephesians 4:1-16 
Sanctify us in Your Truth, O Lord; Your Word is Truth.

______________________

You are gifted!  Each and every one of us is gifted!  If you go home today and that good news – the fact that you are gifted – if that good news ends up getting implanted in your gut and your heart and your brain…..well, then God’s Word will have accomplished today what it set out to accomplish.

Now, lest you think this sermon is going to be all about your self esteem, let me quickly add:  your giftedness does not come from you!  As the word implies, your giftedness comes as a gift.  And it comes from God.  You don’t deserve it.  You don’t earn it.  It’s a gift.

And we all know what we call that, right?  We in the church call that grace.  Can I do a quick little word study with you here?  This is the Greek word for grace:  charis.  And this is the Greek word for gift:  charismata.

The words are related!  I had said, you are gifted!  I could just as well have said, you are graced!  And, of course, we are talking about this today….because Paul is talking about it…in our Second Reading, his Letter to the Ephesians:

Each of us was given grace according to the measure of Christ’s gift…The gifts he gave were that some would be apostles, some prophets, some evangelists, some pastors and teachers, to equip the saints for the work of ministry, for building up the body of Christ. 
And we could maybe add to Paul’s list.  Now the text doesn’t say this, but Paul could very well have added:  some to chair committees, some to read the Scripture at worship, some to greet people at the door, some to be friendly to the stranger, some to organize potlucks, some to wash dishes.  All the things that are necessary for building up the Body of Christ, which is the Church.

And once again, remember that it is all grace.  It has nothing to do with our talents, the skills that you and I have most likely developed in our lives.  Being gifted, in the biblical sense, is not the same thing as being talented.
We know that from the Story of Moses.  Do you remember that story of God calling Moses? – in the burning bush – God calling Moses to go to Egypt to tell Pharaoh, “Let my people go!”

And what did Moses respond?  “Oh, Lord, I can’t do that!  I don’t have any talent for that!  I have never been eloquent…I am slow of speech….I am slow of tongue.  I can’t go and speak to Pharaoh!”

In other words, Moses is telling God, “I have no talent for getting up in front of people and talking!”  God promises him, “I will be with your mouth and teach you what you are to speak.”  But Moses still objects:  “Oh, Lord, send somebody else!”

But God will not let Moses off the hook.  God is calling Moses, and God will gift Moses so that he can do what has to be done.  It has nothing  to do with Moses’ talents.  It is all grace; it is all gift.

Grace and gift is really the main theme of Paul’s entire letter.  Do you realize?  We have been reading from Ephesians now for the past three Sundays….and we will continue to be reading from Ephesians for three more Sundays.  So, you see, today is the center point; today is the turning point.

And you see that turning point right there at the beginning of today’s reading:  the big therefore! Paul writes:  I therefore beg you to lead a life worthy of your calling!  
Therefore!  That’s a signal, a sign.  That gives us the clue that we should take a look at what has come before – in the first three chapters…..and see how that is related to what will come now in the final three chapters.

What came before was all grace.  Paul has used the first three chapters of his letter – the first half – to describe how God in Christ has reconciled all creation to himself – God has even reconciled Jews and Gentiles!

In fact, that great good news from the first half of his letter is summarized in those verses that perhaps you have even memorized:  For by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God.

Last Sunday, you may remember, we read the very ending of that first half of Paul’s letter.  It’s a marvelous doxology:  Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than all we can ask or imagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever and ever.  Amen.

And last Sunday, at one of the worship services, when the reader finished that, one of you responded, “Amen!”  And that was the right response!  Amen, by all means!

Today, as we move into the second half of Paul’s letter, we get the big “Therefore!”  Since God has graced us, gifted us, therefore this is how we are to live.  And what we discover is that God’s gifts empower…enable us to live the way he would have us live.
Now maybe….just maybe….you look at your life and you think your gifts are very meager.  It may seem to you that other people around you have greater gifts than you do.

Listen to this wonderful story that comes to us from the Jewish tradition about a man named Simon.  Simon always wanted to be more like Moses.  That was his constant worry.  And he kept going to the Rabbi and saying, “Rabbi, I must lead my life so that I live more like Moses did.”  The Rabbi told him, “Simon, God will not ask you why you were not more like Moses.  God will ask you why you were not more like Simon!”

We each need to ask, “How has God gifted me?  What is God calling me to do?”  How in the world do we answer that question?  Well, let me suggest this:  think of how Jesus would describe you.  I know that may sound strange, but try stepping around the strangeness.  How would Jesus – who knows you better than anyone else – how would Jesus describe who you are now?  How would Jesus describe what you most desire to be?  Think of the words that Jesus would use in describing you.  And in those words you will find your gifts.
Frederich Buechner is a Presbyterian pastor and writer.  And here is how he answers the question, what is God calling you to do?  The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.  Let me say that again:  The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.

That brings us now to the green insert sheets in your bulletin:  the Spiritual Gifts Self-Assessment Inventory.  After worship, we invite you to go into the Inspiration Room, sit down, and fill out the inventory.  Then hand it to the Stewardship Committee folks at the table in the narthex…and they will send you a print-out of your spiritual gifts.
We are all graced….we are all gifted….

Differently!  And yet Paul says that we are to use our different gifts for the building up of the Body of Christ, the Church.  We are to use our different gifts for the unity of the church.

I think I’ve told you about Billy before.  I met Billy about 25 years ago – met him only once for about a couple of hours.  I don’t believe I’ve ever met somebody who was so different from me – and yet somebody who at the same time was definitely a brother in Jesus Christ.  This is a story about how we in the church can be so different from one another, and yet still be joined together in Jesus Christ.

As I said, I met Billy about 25 years ago.  In spite of the name, he was not a little kid; even back then, he was older than I was, probably in his fifties.  He spoke with a twangy Texas drawl – does that also help to explain the “Billy”?  His hair was grey, not overly long, but yet he pulled it together in a short ponytail.

Billy was different from me – and you don’t know yet what an understatement that is!  When I met Billy, he was wearing gym shorts – but we weren’t in a gym.  “I always dress like this,” he said.  Billy was a big man, maybe weighed 220 pounds?  Although I couldn’t be sure of that, because how can you guess the weight of a man with one leg?

That – the fact that he had only one leg – was the main reason why Billy was in Rochester, Minnesota.  His artificial limb was almost totally dilapidated.  Remember I said he was wearing gym shorts – you could see the whole device.  He showed me where he had tried to repair it with fishing line and an old bicycle innertube.

Billy needed a new leg.  That’s why he was in Rochester, home of the WFMC, as we lovingly referred to it, “the world famous Mayo Clinic.”  He was in Minnesota, receiving General Assistance, living at the old Maxwell Hotel, waiting to fulfill the residency requirement so he could go through the clinic and be fitted for a new leg.

Billy was a Hard Shell Baptist.  I had heard of that group before, but I had to go back to my office to read up on it.  Sidney Ahlstrom, my American church history professor, describes them as a small group of Baptists, predominantly in the South.  Their distinguishing doctrine is a strong emphasis on predestination – a belief that everything that happens to us people on this earth has been foreseen and fore-ordained by God.

Billy talked about this:  “When something happens to you, if it weren’t supposed to be, it wouldn’t have happened.”  And he told me this story, an incident in a Texas State Park.  He had been drinking; in fact, he was drunk, and a couple of sheriff’s deputies tried to arrest him.  He hit one of the deputies in the belly and then again in the throat.  They got him into a squad car where he had an opportunity to bite one of them in the forearm.  He was sentenced to five days in jail for intoxication in a public place.

And Billy commented on that incident:  “If it weren’t supposed to be, it wouldn’t have happened.”  He almost blamed his behavior on God!

OK, what’s the point of this story?  Would you agree with me that Billy is quite different from you and me?  I suppose if I would have witnessed his fight in that Texas State Park, I would have been afraid of him.  Or if I had read about him in the newspaper, say in a story where they interviewed transients who had come to Minnesota because of the better welfare system there – then maybe I might have had other negative feelings about Billy.

But I met Billy at the Dorothy Day House, a house for the homeless, where he had come for the Tuesday evening meal – a meal that I was actually supposed to prepare, but Billy did most of the work:

· He thawed out the meat…

· He cooked it in the oven….

· He told stories…

· He set the table…

· He prayed the table prayer…

· He cleared my plate and got dessert for me…

· He expressed concern that no one seemed to be eating the dessert that Sister Berdetta had made (it was pretty sweet and had frozen too hard), he wondered if we would be hurting her feelings.

· He prepared the dishwasher.

Here’s the amazing thing about Billy.  As totally different as he was from me, as totally different as his theology was from mine….yet still I felt at one with Billy!  As Paul said it to the Ephesians, we were maintaining the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace!

And isn’t that interesting that that all took place around a meal!  I think it was a sign….a sign pointing to this meal, the Eucharist, where all of us – as different as we are from each other – still we gather together celebrating the unity that we have in our Lord Jesus Christ, the One who told us, “I am the bread of life.”  We come together, each of us differently gifted, differently graced, using our gifted graces for building up the one Body of Christ, the Church.
