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The Consequences of a Life Well Lived
I Timothy 1:12-17; Luke 15:1-10

Those of you who have visited Wales know that it is a beautiful country
with rolling hills that sometimes lead up to a long-abandoned castle.  The
fields and hillsides are crisscrossed with ancient stone fences while streams
and rivers course through thick-forested mountains.  And there are sheep. 
Lots of sheep.

I mentioned last week that we were able to spend a weekend in North
Wales while we were away.  In order to get from our bed and breakfast to the
little village of Betws-y-Coed, we took a short walk through a sheep pasture. 
The sheep were protected by a stone fence alongside the path, but it was fun
to watch them.  Of course most of a sheep’s time is given to eating and
sleeping and the majority of them were content to do just that.  There was one
black-faced fellow who was a bit rambunctious.  He came close to the fence
to check us out and then decided to show off a bit by aggravating some of the
older sheep who basically ignored him.  You could tell that if those stone
fences had not been there, he would have been the one sheep out of the flock
which would have bounded off for new adventures.

I thought about that sheep when I read Jesus’ parable about the lost
sheep.  If your Bible had pictures to illustrate its various stories, this little
fellow’s picture would be beside that parable.

Of course Jesus told the parable to cause people to think, not about the
flocks of sheep that covered the hillsides of Galilee, but to remind them that
people, too, go wandering off.  Reading the parable, I could not help but think
of a friend of mine who died about a month ago.

I do not remember a time when I did not know him.  Our parents were
members of the same church, so I am certain that we met in the crib room of
First Baptist Church, Chester where a kind lady named Clara looked after us. 
My earliest memories of him are in kindergarten where we learned to tie our
shoe laces and get along on the playground.  We went through school
together except for one year when the kids on my side of town attended sixth
grade at a school on the bypass.



We were in every children’s and youth choir together.  We swam at the
same pool, went camping with the same Scout troop, and generally had the
same friends.  For eighteen years our lives were essentially parallel as they
were with many young boys in our little town.

But my friend always had it rough.  He had a good home.  His parents
had adopted him when he was a baby and they loved him dearly.  They were
older than most of the parents of our friends, and that may have contributed
to some stressful times.  I don’t think his adoption mattered to the rest of us. 
We knew it as a fact, but he had parents and so did we.  It was no big deal. 
For some reason, however, he was a little different, or maybe the rest of us
were different.  He never completely fit in–or maybe we never completely let
him fit in.  We liked him and played with him, but I do remember that at times
we made fun of him or took advantage of him.  I don’t really know why, but he
had a rough go of it growing up.  He was often like that little sheep in
Wales–off to himself, looking for a way out.

As in every community, after high school, many of my friends and I went
our own ways.  College, graduate school, jobs, families, and moves to other
states took us away from one another.   One of the last times I remember
being with my friend was the night before my ordination.  Our high school
class was having a four-year reunion at a home out in the country.  None of
my closest friends could go, but he accompanied Deborah and me to the
party.  That experience in itself is a story to be told, but at another time.

 Sadly, my friend and I did not stay in touch.  In the early years I would
see him on occasion when I visited my home church over the holidays.  He
eventually stopped going and I never made the attempt to call him when I was
at home.

He tried school in various forms, but nothing seemed to work out.  He
began working in the heating and air conditioning business and eventually
started his own business, but it soon failed.  Rumor has it that alcohol and
other drugs doomed not only his business but his marriage as well.  He lost
property his parents had left to him.  He lost the home in which he had grown
up.  A few weeks ago he lost his life, probably to a combination of addictions,
abuses, and poor lifestyle choices.  One of the saddest things about this story
is that he has not yet received a proper burial because he has no living
relatives other than his former wife and child, and they refuse to take any
responsibility in the matter.
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The summary of this sad story is that despite having a good start in life,
my friend did not experience a life well lived.  He always seemed to struggle. 
He was always on the fringe.  He constantly made poor choices.  One bad
thing led to another.

In contrast, I daresay that most of my classmates and I have enjoyed
a good life.  Certainly there have been bumps in the road among that
group–struggles with children, divorces, financial difficulties, and so forth–but
most of us have made it okay.  I have even noticed that a few friends who
were not particularly concerned with matters of faith in high school have
embraced a rather vibrant faith in their middle years.  Like the Apostle Paul
who wrote to his protégé Timothy about the ways in which he had
experienced God’s grace and turned his life around, many of my friends
managed to avoid disaster and get their lives back on track.  I think that
overall the majority of us would claim to have been blessed with a life well
lived.

I titled this sermon, “The Consequences of a Life Well Lived,” because
I think there are results and effects that come from seeking to live a good life. 
In general, one becomes a stable, productive member of the community. 
Whenever I go home, I hear about friends who are now in business,
education, or government leadership and making positive contributions to the
places where they live.  A life well lived involves a concern for other people. 
I hear about the ways in which my friends help one another during personal
crises and participate in their communities to alleviate human suffering. 
Compassion for others is, I believe, one of the consequences of a life well
lived.

I could go on and on listing programs, activities, or worthwhile charities
that are supported by people who live life well.  Those of us who love God
with heart, soul, mind, and strength and neighbor as self live life well, I
believe.  At least that is our attempt and hope.

For that reason, I am all the more perplexed by the fate of people like
my friend.  How does it happen that in this day and time someone can die an
early death of self-inflicted addictions and do it alone?  

As I have mulled over this perplexity, I think I have stumbled across one
of the less pleasant consequences of a life well lived.  It is actually antithetic
to what we would expect from such a life, but, I believe, at least in my own life,
is rather common.
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We love Jesus’ parables because he uses common sense stories to
teach eternal truths.  We also like them because, like the folks to whom they
were originally directed, we do not always get them.  For instance, who
among us does not light up when we hear the parable of “the lost sheep”? 
Listen again:

Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen
to him.  And the Pharisees and the scribes were grumbling and
saying, “This fellow welcomes sinners and eats with them.”  So he
told them this parable: “Which one of you, having a hundred
sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-nine in
the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it? 
When he has found it, he lays it on his shoulders and rejoices. 
And when he comes home, he calls together his friends and
neighbors, saying to them, ‘Rejoice with me, for I have found my
sheep that was lost.’  Just so, I tell you, there will be more joy in
heaven over one sinner who repents than over ninety-nine
righteous persons who need no repentance. Luke 15: 1-8

The Pharisees and their buddies the scribes were complaining about
Jesus’ choice of friends.  Apparently he was hanging around with sinners–tax
collectors, prostitutes, and other unsavory folk–and even eating with them. 
To get them thinking, Jesus asked who among them would leave ninety-nine
of their sheep and go off looking for one little one that was lost.  The
unspoken answer was “No one–at least not in his right mind!”  In the
wilderness all manner of beasts, if not another shepherd, could come along
and decimate the flock.  He also asked the women in the crowd if they lost
one of their silver coins and hunted tirelessly until they found it, would they
throw a party and invite everyone to come celebrate with them.  The silence
bespoke a resounding, “How absurd!”

Yet, Jesus said, God does leaves the righteous and goes out looking for
the lost.  Like a concerned shepherd, he pokes in thickets, climbs down
ravines, and scours lonely caves until he finds his lost sheep.  Like a miserly
woman, he peeks under beds and sweeps under the cabinets of the world
until he finds the soul that is lost.  When that lost one is found, God throws a
big party in heaven and all the angels rejoice.

The thing that set the Pharisees apart from everyone else is that they
lived life well.  They followed the rules.  They did exactly what they thought
scripture told them to do to be good and successful and pleasing to God.  But
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they were so busy living well that they overlooked the people who were
missing in action.  They were so safe with their lives that they would not risk
something happening to the ninety-nine who were okay in order to find the
vulnerable one who was at risk.  They could not rejoice over someone who
was careless enough with life to get lost in the first place and become
something shameful like a tax collector, a prostitute, or an itinerant teacher.

You all got a good look at little Mary Douglas this morning.  She is a
beautiful child and, by all expectations, will have every advantage to help her
make it through life.  She will also have the privilege of parents and a larger
family who will introduce her to faith and nurture her in the love of God.  But
what if something happened and she somehow took the wrong path.  Would
we notice?  Would we care?  Would we go looking for her?

My friend was the one who was lost.  He was that sheep that found a
break in the fence and got lost in the forest.  I think God tried numerous times
to find him.  The sad thing is that the rest of his friends did not.  We failed him. 
God never did.  I firmly believe that when he opened the doorway to life
beyond this life, God was waiting with open arms and saying, “Welcome
home.  Come join the party thrown in your honor.”

One of the consequences of a life well lived is that we may not pay
attention to the ones who are not living life well.  We may choose to leave
them to their own devices and bad choices.  On the other hand, we may
experience one of the other consequences of a life well lived which is
compassion.  And our compassion just might prompt us to go searching for
someone who ought to be present and accounted for.  We may forget the
false distinction between the righteous and sinners and go looking for our lost
friends.  And when we find them, we can rejoice–just as God did when we
came to our senses and found our true home.  May it be so with us all!  Amen.
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September 15, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

God of creation and renewal, of power and vulnerability, in your infinite
wisdom and love, you fashioned us from the dust of the earth and revealed
yourself in the substance of our own flesh.  You invite us into conversation
and accompany us on our journey of life and faith.  You call us to examine our
words and actions in light of the life and ministry of Christ and, by your grace,
enable us to be transformed into his likeness.  You guide us safely through
the storms that arise and promise that the floods of life will not overwhelm us. 
And in the midst of whatever we face, you call to us, "Do not be afraid, my
child, for I am with you."  For your protection over us and your presence with
us; for your truths that challenge us and your grace that accepts us; for the
gift of brothers and sisters who are companions on this journey and your call
to befriend the stranger; for every good gift which comes from your generous
hand, we offer to you all that we have and all that we are and lift our hearts
in gratitude and praise.

But we confess, O God, that it is easy to be open to you when the news
is good and our faith is strong.   It is easy to entrust our lives to you when
answers come and your work among us is apparent.  So we ask for the faith
to seek you when we feel alone or defeated, when the needs are great and
the resources are few, when your call to serve stirs our hearts with
compassion but our energy is depleted and our perseverance is waning. 
Where there is suffering, help us to bring comfort.  Where there is need, move
us to respond generously.  Where there is violence, teach us to be
messengers of your peace.  Where there is loneliness, enable us to be
present.  Where the shadows of doubt and hopelessness seem to reign, give
us enough light to illumine our own path and to dispel the darkness for
another.  In all things, O God, be for us what we need and what we cannot be
for ourselves.

In the name of the Christ who showed us how to love by first loving us,
we offer these and all our prayers.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


