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February 8, 2009

Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.

How can you and I be free?  I mean, really free!  Robert Penn Warren, in one of his poems, wrote:  The recognition of necessity is the beginning of freedom.  I think he stole those words right out of the mouth of the apostle Paul.  An obligation is laid on me, Paul says, an obligation to proclaim the gospel.  Later Paul will say that that obligation leads to freedom.

Do you all see how our real freedom is actually based upon a constraint, a necessity, an obligation, something I have to do?  For example, one of the greatest symbols of freedom in our time is the automobile….the mere fact that you and I can hop in a car and go anywhere we want.  But do you see how that freedom is based upon a constraint, something I have to do if I’m going to enjoy the freedom of the automobile?  I have to drive on the right side of the road!  If I don’t, it’s the end of my freedom!  Heck, it’s the end of my life!

Paul felt the hand of God laid upon him.  He’s probably talking about that experience on the road to Damascus, where the risen Christ had appeared to him.  The truth that Paul knows about Jesus Christ compels him to proclaim it.  He cannot not do it!  It happens almost automatically, like air rushing into a vacuum, or water running downhill.

Now, when a person senses the hand of heaven so strongly that it can be called “necessity” or “obligation,” is that person really free?  Paul says, Yes.  He would agree with Robert Penn Warren:  The recognition of necessity is the beginning of freedom.  
Oh, he doesn’t mean freedom in the sense of sauntering through life sampling attractive options.  But who says that is freedom?

Paul embraced necessity; he laid hold of that which had laid hold of him:  For though I am free with respect to all, I have made myself a slave to all.  It’s very much like that quote of Lord Acton which I have referred to before:  Freedom is not the power of doing what we like, but the right of being able to do what we ought.

My New Testament professor years ago at the University of Iowa, told a story about his friend in the Navy.  The somewhat crusty captain of his ship asked him what he wanted to do with his life, what did he want to be when he grew up?  He easily mentioned two possibilities, things he had long considered.  But third on this list was the ministry.  “Anderson,” the captain told him, “that either does down first, or it doesn’t go down at all.”

Now the intent of that story is not limited to would-be ministers.  No, this has to do with every follower of Christ.  When God calls, we answer.  It is an obligation that is laid upon us, like Paul says.  But it leads to freedom, as Paul also says.

That’s our theme for this morning:   God’s compelling us leads to our freedom.  Our own compulsions lead to slavery.
We all know how that can be true in the very extreme compulsions of our lives.  I’m talking now about compulsions that are really addictions….

addictions to alcohol, to drugs, to pornography.

You’ve probably all heard about the 12-step program of Alcoholics Anonymous.  Here are the first three steps; it’s really our theme for today:

· 1.  We admitted we were powerless over alcohol—that our lives had become unmanageable. [In other words, our own compulsions had enslaved us.]

· 2. Came to believe that a Power greater than ourselves could restore us to sanity.
· 3. Made a decision to turn our will and our lives over to the care of God.  [In other words, God’s compelling us leads to our freedom.]
We also know about those compulsions that are connected to mental illness…like obsessive/compulsive disorder.  One woman in her 40’s spent up to 13 hours a day washing her hands and her house.  Before she could use the soap, she had to use some bleach on the soap to make sure the soap was clean.  Before that, she had to use Ajax on the bleach bottle.  And this went on and on.  If she happened to bump the edge of the sink while she was doing this, it would set off another hour and a half, two hours of ritual.
Remember that great movie from the late 90’s, As Good As It Gets, starring Jack Nicholson, who plays a man with an obsessive/compulsive disorder.  Nicholson is enslaved by his compulsive routines….one of them being a daily visit to a restaurant where he is always served by the same waitress and always orders the same thing.
One day when she isn’t there – because her son is sick – Nicholson makes the necessary moves to make sure her son is OK – not out of any love for the son or for the waitress – but for himself ! – just so his own compulsively slavish routines can be continued.

But slowly in that film, Nicholson is drawn out of his slavish compulsions to himself.  Do you remember that beautiful scene in the restaurant where Nicholson and this waitress are having dinner together and Nicholson says that he wants to compliment her.  
He says that there are pills that will help him with his obsessive/compulsive disorder – but he hates pills, and so has always refused to take them.  But, Nicholson says, because of her, he has started taking his pills.  

She doesn’t quite understand how that’s a compliment to her.  And so Nicholson delivers the great line of the movie:  “You make me want to be a better man.”  There’s that compulsion again – you make me – but this time it’s not a self-compulsion, it comes from her, from outside of himself.  In fact, he’s even willing to leave behind his self-compulsions for the possibility of a relationship with her.  And may I add:  any compulsion that makes us want to be better, ultimately comes from God Himself!
This is dated October 15, 2007.  It’s the My Turn essay in Newsweek magazine that I clipped out a year and a half ago and stuck in a file.  I saved it, I think, because it’s really about me.
It’s titled, A Life Lesson Learned at the Stop & Shop; subtitled, I was obsessive about managing my time, until a small act of kindness slowed me down.

Jeffrey Blout writes:

It’s noon on a Wednesday; I’ve got plenty to do, but I need to pick up a few things at the grocery store first.  I have determined that it will take 30 minutes to complete the errand.  I pride myself on efficiency, and will do everything in my power to meet my goal.  You see, I live with this absurd notion that it is possible for me to “own” my time.

He stops by the deli first, has to draw a number and wait for his turn.  I’m moving away from the counter as the clerk hands over my half-pound package; I reach back and collect it as if it were a relay-race baton and scurry off in the opposite direction.

He picks up everything he needs and heads to the check-out lane, only to discover a slow-moving elderly couple in front of him.  

The woman is rechecking each item against her list as the man places them on the conveyer belt.  I lean back and inspect the other checkout lines to see if there is a better option.  The woman looks at me, then at my basket, and whispers something to the man.  He turns around and, in a gentle, friendly voice, says, “Hey, why don’t you go ahead of us?  You’ve got only a few things.”  
His carefree manner catches me off guard.  He sounds as if he’s got all the time in the world, and he’s offering me a little piece of it.  I feel the sort of shame that comes when someone does something nice for you after you’ve said something nasty behind his back.

“That’s OK,” I say, trying to match his casual tone.  “I’m in no hurry.”

“You sure?” he asks.

“Yes.  Thank you.”

As it turns out, Jeffrey is back home by 12:35 – five minutes off of his goal:

I know that the five minutes were well spent observing the kind elderly couple in front of me after they had offered me their place in line.  Five minutes:  a small price to pay for discovering that only those who are giving of their time have ever owned it in the first place.
Jeffrey is saved from his obsessive behavior by a plodding elderly couple who teach him the lesson that only those who are giving of their time have ever owned it in the first place.
I saved that little essay because that’s me there in the grocery store.  I got my little list in my hand and my goal is to get in there and get out of there as fast as I can.  That’s a compulsion that enslaves me.  

The only compulsion that counts, the only compulsion that matters, is God compelling us.  That is the compulsion that leads to freedom!  Paul, of course, is talking about the God-inspired compulsion he has to preach the Gospel:  An obligation is laid on me, and woe to me if I do not proclaim the gospel!

Which raises an interesting question in my mind:  is there a similar God-inspired compulsion in our lives to hear the Gospel?  A God-inspired compulsion to come to worship regularly!

John Cheever, the American novelist, when asked why he went to church, replied:  I go for the Eucharist.  If I didn’t, I wouldn’t know what to do with my gratitude.

Another great American novelist – also named John – it’s odd how many of the great novelists from the last century were named John – John Updike, who died just a week ago.  Updike was once asked the same thing and he replied, When I haven’t been to church in a couple of Sundays I begin to hunger for it and need to be there.  [I need to be there…there’s that compulsion again!]  He continued, It’s not just the words, the sacraments.  It’s the company of other people, who show up and pledge themselves to an invisible entity.

As a memorial to John Updike, may we allow him to finish the sermon this morning?  He does have something to say to us about these God-inspired compulsions.  He was a Christian, actually born a Lutheran in Pennsylvania.  In the early 1960’s he belonged to Clifton Lutheran Church in Marblehead, Massachusetts.  He was among the 96 adults who entered the congregation’s Religious Arts Festival in 1960.  And his poem, Seven Stanzas at Easter, won $100 for Best of Show.  Here’s the first stanza:
Make no mistake; [almost as if he is saying, “I am   

           compelled to say this.:]

  Make no mistake; if He rose at all

  it was as His body;

  if the cells’ dissolution did not reverse, the molecules

  reknit, the amino acids rekindle,

  the Church will fall.
He won the hundred bucks….and gave it back to the congregation.

I liked his series of Rabbit books the best, chronicling the life of Harry Rabbit Angstrom over a half a century:  Rabbit, Run; Rabbit Redux; Rabbit is Rich; and Rabbit at Rest.  There were some compulsions in Rabbit’s life.  One of them – which likewise did him no good – was a compulsion to run.

In the very first Rabbit book, when Rabbit has run out on his family, the Episcopal priest is discussing that with the Lutheran pastor, Fritz Kruppenbach, and Pr. Kruppenbach preaches the Gospel to the priest.  Pr. Kruppenbach, like the Apostle Paul, is compelled to preach the Gospel; “Woe to me if I don’t!”  He says to the priest:  When on Sunday morning then, when we go before their faces, we must walk up not worn out with misery but full of Christ. [Did you hear that?  We must!  There’s that God-inspired compulsion again!  Actually, he sounds like Karl Barth here.]  Back to Pr. Kruppenbach:  Make no mistake.  There is nothing but Christ for us.
One last word from John Updike, this time from Rabbit Is Rich:  Laugh at ministers all you want, they have the words we need to hear, the ones the dead have spoken.

Yeah, I admit, somewhat self-serving for me to quote that.  But, if I didn’t believe it was true, I couldn’t stand up here Sunday after Sunday, preaching the Gospel.  I do have the words you need to hear.
