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JANUARY 27, 2013
THE THIRD SUNDAY AFTER THE EPIPHANY

Habit Forming
I Corinthians 12:12-20; Luke 4:14-21

I read a story the other day about a couple who left worship one Sunday
and, once settled in the car and on the way home, had the following
conversation:

The wife asked her husband, “Did you see that odd dress that Mary
O’Brien was wearing?  I don’t believe I’ve encountered that combination of
colors in my entire life.”  “No, I didn’t,” answered the husband.  A few minutes
later she commented, “Tom Bennett really needs a haircut, doesn’t he?”  “I
can’t say that I noticed,” replied her husband.  Following a few more moments
of silence, the wife pointed out, “The preacher’s children were certainly in rare
form today, weren’t they?”  “Really?” the husband said.  “I don’t believe I saw
them today.”  "You know, Jim," snapped his wife impatiently, "sometimes I
wonder if you get anything at all out of going to church."

On the other hand, some people get a lot out of going to church.  One
Sunday at the conclusion of worship, a woman approached the minister and
thanked him for his sermon.  "I found it so helpful," she said.  The minister
replied: "Well I hope it will not prove as helpful as the last sermon you heard
me preach."  "Why, what do you mean?" asked the astonished woman.
"Well," said the minister, "that sermon lasted you three months."1

My sermons may not last you but a few days–or even hours–but I am
glad that you keep coming back hoping for more.  Folks attend church for any
number of reasons and most of the time we tend to get out of the experience
about what we expect.

The story we just read from the Gospel of Luke is critical for
understanding Jesus’ ministry.  Reading from the scroll of Isaiah, he set forth
the agenda of the Messiah and claimed it as his own.  The crowd was
stunned because they never thought they would hear such things from a
hometown boy.
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What Jesus said is extremely important, but something else in the text
captured my attention this week.  Luke tells us that when he went back home
for the first time since his baptism and the beginning of his ministry, Jesus
went to synagogue on the Sabbath “as was his custom.”

Jesus went to synagogue because that is what he was used to doing.
We remember that when he was eight days old his parents took him to the
temple and dedicated him.  When he was twelve, he and his parents
journeyed to Jerusalem for his bar mitzvah, the rite of passage that initiates
adulthood.  We would assume that as an adult he participated in the religious
life of his community on a regular basis.  Even as the Savior of the world, it
was important for Jesus to attend synagogue on the Sabbath–as was his
custom.

Faith is habit forming!  It calls forth a level of commitment so that we
want to experience certain aspects of faith and it benefits from a variety of
spiritual disciplines so that we want to do those things on a regular basis–as
is our custom.

First and foremost, faith calls for a habit of worship.  I have said it many
times before and will continue to remind us that worship is the most important
thing we do.  Our primary purpose in life is to glorify God and enjoy God
forever.  We glorify God through our lives and we celebrate our relationship
with God through worship.  That is why it is important that it be our custom to
worship regularly and often.

Sometimes we approach worship from the wrong end.  By that I mean
that we often walk into this sanctuary depleted from a week of hard work,
challenging relationships, stinging disappointments, or daunting challenges.
Many people have told me that oftentimes worship is the single hour of the
week when the phone does not ring, someone does not ask them for
something, and they have a few moments of peace and quiet.  All they want
is a little respite from the world and something to help them through the
coming week.  You may be one of those people.  I know I often am.

But that is the other side of worship.  Hopefully we do receive those
things, but the reason we come to worship as is our custom is something
different.  Worship is about our offering something to God, giving to God
something of our lives that is of value.  I am not talking simply about money,
although that is part of the equation, but offering our gifts to God is far more
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than merely giving our money.  Our purpose is to give to God–to give our
attention, our affection, our thanksgiving, and our gifts.

We offer God our attention by being here, eager to commune with God.
We offer God our affection by expressing our love through scripture, song,
prayer, and word.  We offer God our thanksgiving by recognizing the many
ways God is involved in our lives and expressing our gratitude through
scripture, song, prayer, and word.  And we offer God our gifts.  We are
abundantly blessed with a variety of talents.  Some of us sing or play
instruments.  Some of us speak or read well.  Some of us have the gift of
hospitality and the ability to make others feel welcome here.  Some of us are
good teachers and prod the rest of us to explore the meaning of our faith.
Some of us are encouragers and caretakers, looking out for the interests of
others.  Some of us are organizers and leaders, some are helpers and
followers.  Each of us has gifts and we come to worship to offer them in
gratitude to God.  And, yes, we are blessed financially and it is important that
we bring our monetary offerings so that God’s ministry in this place can
proceed.  The Apostle Paul reminds us in his letter to the Christians in Corinth
that the church is like the body.  Every part is important and every part is
needed.  We are all vital to the community that is Lakeside and each of us
has multiple gifts to offer through its ministry.  A vital part of worship is offering
our gifts to God.

It is when our focus is upon God, when our first and foremost desire is
to please and honor God, that everything falls into place and the blessings
return to us.  I do not need to deliver a stirring sermon so that I receive your
praise.  I need to deliver a sermon that will help you see God in a clearer light
and inspire you to deeper faith.  Our choir does not need to sing anthems so
that every note is perfectly pitched; rather, they are called to sing from the
heart which produces the most beautiful music the ear has ever heard.  No
one here needs do anything for a reason other than honoring God and
expressing our love and gratitude to God.  Those intentions alone will call
forth the very best we have to offer.  Faith leads us to form the habit of
worship–as is our custom.

When Jesus was invited to lead in worship, he was handed the scroll of
Isaiah to read to the people.  Faith also calls us to form the habit of reading
and interpreting scripture.  Far too often we sell scripture short by neglecting
to read it or by presuming it is too difficult to understand.  The Bible first and
foremost is a record of God’s revelation of himself to us.  It is the story of
God’s relationship with humanity which reached its zenith in the birth, life,
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death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The Bible reports stories of people
like you and me, born in a different time perhaps, but with the same hopes,
dreams, desires, and weaknesses that we have.  What is difficult to
understand about that?  When we read scripture we are reading the story of
our lives.  Faith calls us to the habit of engaging scripture.

Faith also urges us toward the habit of conversation, talking and
listening to one another about the meaning and intent of our faith.  Luke tells
us that Jesus had already been going from village to village teaching about
the kingdom of God.  Although the Gospel of John reports that Jesus
performed the miracle of transforming water into wine early on at the wedding
in Cana, Luke makes no mention of healing or miracles.  Empowered by the
spirit from his time in the wilderness, Jesus’ teachings are paramount.  Up to
this point, he has been teaching, discussing, listening, and sharing with the
people he has met.

When we talk with one another about matters of faith, we not only help
each other to understand the story of our faith but also to find our way to the
peace and hope we all desire.  While I may not comprehend all of the Bible,
I understand some of it.  You will resonate with portions of scripture I do not.
Together we can come much closer to understanding and living the truths of
the Bible than we ever can alone.

Abraham Lincoln, our celebrated sixteenth President, was never a
member of a church.  A free thinking individual and skeptic, he nonetheless
valued religious thought and experience.  He was friends with James Smith,
pastor of the First Presbyterian Church in Springfield, Illinois, who conducted
the funeral for Lincoln’s son.  He frequently invited the pastor of the New York
Presbyterian Church, Phineas Gurley, to come to the White House to talk
about theology and the Bible.  Lincoln often attended the midweek prayer
services at Gurley’s church, sitting in his friend’s study so as not to distract
from worship.2  While he did not regularly avail himself of the full range of
religious experience, Lincoln obviously understood the value of theological
exchange.  His leadership of our nation during a tumultuous time clearly bore
the marks of someone who understood something of the biblical mandate to
“bring good news to the poor . . . proclaim release to the captives . . . recovery
of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the
Lord’s favor.”  To accomplish what God calls us to do it is imperative that we
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engage in Bible study and conversations about our faith.  Through these
spiritual habits, we can both better understand and experience what Jesus
came to demonstrate for us.

Although it is not mentioned in the story about Jesus’ sermon in
Nazareth, scripture is clear about the fact that prayer was a habit with Jesus.
He frequently went off alone to pray.  He taught his disciples to pray and
prayed for the people to whom he ministered.  He sought communion with
God the Father in order to keep himself centered spiritually.

It is important that prayer become customary for us although we need
to be careful that it not become perfunctory.  It is far too easy to recite the
prayers we have learned since childhood without taking thought of them.  How
many of us have begun a meal only to stop in mid-bite to ask if the blessing
has been said?  Prayer and reflection offer us personal time alone with God
so that we might open our hearts to God and God might speak to us in return.
Prayer ought to be a habit we do not neglect.

The fifth great habit of the faith is the role Jesus himself claimed time
and time again: service.  In front of the people who knew him best, life-long
friends and close relatives, Jesus revealed the vocation for which God had
prepared him.  Hitching his wagon to the workhorses of the prophets, he
proclaimed that he would bring good news to the poor–both those who were
economically poor and those who were poor of spirit.  He would announce the
release of captives including those who were unjustly imprisoned and those
who were captive to the injustices of life.  He would initiate the recovery of
sight for those who were unable to see whether that meant physical or
spiritual blindness.  He would lead all who were oppressed to true liberty
whether their oppression came in political or spiritual form.  Above all, he
would proclaim that God’s favor rested upon all people who understood
themselves to be the children of God.

Those were daunting challenges that Jesus claimed for himself, but he
devoted his life to accomplishing them all.  He told his disciples more than
once that he had come “not to be served, but to serve” (Mark 10:45).  Jesus
believed that faith was best lived in service to one another.  We become the
hands and feet and voice of God which is, in some ways, the ultimate offering
of thanksgiving any of us can give to God.

It was Jesus’ custom to worship in the synagogue on the Sabbath just
as it was his custom to study scripture, to discuss matters of faith, to pray,
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and to serve.  He learned as a child that faith in God is habit forming and goes
a long way to shape the way in which we live as children of God.

What are your customs?  What habits have you formed in an effort to
cultivate and express your faith?  Do you worship on a regular basis, intent
upon honoring God before you think of what God might do for you?  Do you
engage scripture and seek to better understand the story of your faith?  Do
you dialogue with others so that your faith might be challenged, stretched,
strengthened, and tempered?  Do you pray so that your relationship with God
will be strengthened?  Do you offer your gifts in service to other people as a
way of honoring God and living as Jesus lived?

Faith is habit forming, and that is a good thing.  It was the custom of
Jesus, and should be ours as well.  Amen.



January 27, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Our hearts could scarce hold dearer thoughts than those we have just
celebrated in song, O God.  We do truly love you because you are the light
of our souls and our true joy.  We witness your glory in the wonder of nature
and we feel your presence as close as a whisper that causes our spirits to
sing with joy.  May “glory and honor, praise adoration, now and forevermore”
be yours.

We are grateful, O God, for the delight with which you have fashioned
us.  We are gifted people, and we long to share our talents in ways that are
pleasing to you.  Call forth those gifts that you have bequeathed to us and
enable us to use them in the service of the church as well as in the ministries
to which we each are called.  Help us to overcome our shyness and to
courageously share our talents.  Continue to develop our gifts so that their
benefits may be well known.  And use us to minister to your children wherever
there is a need just as Jesus willingly shared his gifts with the people around
him.

We pray today, O Lord, that you would remember the friends in our
fellowship who have special needs.  Illness and woundedness, struggle and
despair, frustration and impatience, fear and loneliness sometimes take over
our bodies and our spirits.  Have mercy upon our brothers and sisters who live
in places of violence and unrest as well as those who suffer because of riots,
and other disasters.  Set us free, O God, to life that is whole and healthy.
Open our eyes and our hearts to the wonders of your love.  Deliver us from
all that would threaten to suppress your Spirit’s work in our lives, and visit us
with your favor, we pray.

And before we even expect these good things to come our way, accept
our gratitude and praise for we honor and adore you and thank you for your
unlimited kindness toward us.  May all glory be to you, O God, Father, Son,
and Spirit.  Amen.


