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Pursuing Connection with the Divine
INTRODUCTION - Dad, men, and church

Friday, when I sat down to prepare this sermon, it was difficult to not think about my dad. In fact, I had already done some reflection and written a Facebook post about my dad by 7 in the morning that day. You see, Friday was the 100th anniversary of my dad’s birth.

My father was a wonderful human being. He served in Burma during WWII, and spent a year looking for MIAs in China after the war ended. When he retired after a long career with the federal government, he received special recognition for the efforts he had made to advocate for greater opportunities for women in the workplace. I think this had something to do with the fact that three of his four children were females, and he wanted his daughters to have the same opportunities that his son had. My dad taught me how to fish, how to throw a ball, how to root for the Cubs, how to work hard and enjoy playing, how to volunteer and support the arts, and what generosity looked like. He emphasized the importance of character, mostly by modeling it.  

In the 22+ years since my father died, as I have reflected on his gifts to me and his contributions to the world, I think the greatest thing he modeled for me was pursuit of the spiritual life - more specifically, the pursuit of God. My dad was the kind of man who didn’t talk about his faith very much. But he and mom took us to church every Sunday, and long after we four kids left home, my dad was serving on the Vestry at St. Bartholomew’s in Estes Park. He went to church until his battle with Parkinson’s no longer allowed it. Some of you have heard me say it before. No one in the pews sang the hymns with more gusto than my father.

I’m going to talk about men and women and God for a moment. 

In every church that I have ever been a part of, there have been more women than men. There’s something about the importance of community for women, and I think there is something in women where they are more likely to know of their need for God. That is not always true for men. We think that we’re supposed to do it all by ourselves, that we’re supposed to “be a man!” and be self-sufficient and don’t ask for help and don’t show any vulnerability and all the other things of that genre - attitudes which are all very unbiblical.

My dad seemed to know that there was Wisdom available beyond his wisdom, guidance that he needed that could only come from God. There is a humility in that, an acknowledgment that says, “I don’t know everything.” 

My dad knew that becoming a person of good character has everything to do with knowing God, the One of whom Jesus said, “No one is good but God alone.” (Mark 10:18) Goodness - and good character - flow from being connected to God.

I first learned that from my father.

SITUATION - The human-Divine connection

The third of our themes we are discussing this September is “connect.” That has to do with how we make connections with each other, in a community of faith. But it begins with our connection to God through Christ. Churches are supposed to be a place where people can find God, pursue an ongoing relationship with God, and be transformed by that relationship - transformed into people who learn how to love others, people who care for the earth, people who find their full purpose in life through their connection to God - Creator, Redeemer, and Spirit.

COMPLICATION - “Take it to Zero”

Jesus made it clear that following him had a core principle involved. Listen to how Eugene Peterson puts it in The Message.

“Anyone who intends to come with me has to let me lead. You’re not in the driver’s seat; I am. Don’t run from suffering; embrace it. Follow me and I’ll show you how. Self-help is no help at all. Self-sacrifice is the way, my way, to saving yourself, your true self. What good would it do to get everything you want and lose you, the real you? What could you ever trade for your soul?” (Mark 8:34-37)

If you want a good, full, productive, joyful life, you have to let God lead.

Along these lines, I was listening to a podcast the other day. A man named Stephen Cope was being interviewed, and the theme was sacred calling from God, based on his book, The Great Work of Your Life. He said there were four pillars of this calling, in the Hindu tradition: discernment, doing what you are called to do full out, letting go of results, and turning it over to God.  In that last pillar of surrender, he talked about the life work of Gandhi, and said that Gandhi used a phrase, “Take it to zero.” Cope explained that this meant that when we are living into our true calling, the ego goes to zero, so that  we can be fully attuned to the wisdom and guidance of God.

Thinking about James’ warning about the tongue today, when is our tongue “full of deadly poison”? When do we “curse those who are made in he likeness of God”? Is it not when our ego has run amok, and we have failed to speak from Divine guidance? When we are critical of others or we are filled with rage or hatred, that is not God-led behavior. That is the ego at a full 10.0!

GOOD NEWS - God is available to connect with!

The good news is that God is available to any who would seek God out.

There is Wisdom available, guidance available, teaching on how to love available. More than that, God knows what your unique gifts are and what lights you up, and God has a purpose in mind for you, one that will engage you and bless others. 

What is required of us is that we seek out this connection with the Divine. And that looks like praying regularly - praying that has as least as much listening involved as it does speaking. It looks like reading and contemplating the Holy Scriptures. It looks like letting God be in the driver’s seat of our lives. It looks like hanging out with other people who are seeking God, and learning from them. It looks like practicing love, forgiveness, empathy, self-sacrifice. It looks like allowing God to reveal to us what needs attention in us, and then allowing God to heal the parts of us that are hurting or broken. It looks like pursuing your sacred calling - full-out, while letting go of results.

As we grow and are transformed by God, then our connections with others change. We become more patient with others, more forgiving, more loving. We begin to see that all of us are part of one single family - in Christ.

NEW BEHAVIOR - What St. Ambrose can be...

If all of us are pursuing God, and pursuing our sacred calling from God, then the common good will be served.

St. Ambrose is a place where people can find connection. Connection with other people of faith - most certainly yes. But our purpose as a church must begin with helping people who are seeking a transformative connection with God. Together, are we learning how to pray? Are we learning how to be grateful? Are we learning how to serve? Are we learning how to identify, through God’s guidance, our vocation... and then pursuing it? Are we learning how to worship? Are we learning how to confess to God our fears, weaknesses, and all the ways that we fall short of who God calls us to be, and are we then inviting God to mold us into that something new, into someone who more fully reflects the Divine light?

Is St. Ambrose a place where we can help each other find God, hear God’s voice, and allow God to lead us? And when you have completed one sacred calling - a particular job, or the part of parenthood when your children are still at home, or a particular ministry - are we a place where we can help each other listen some more, so that we identify our next sacred calling?

CONCLUSION

I am thankful for all of you who are here today - for your ongoing faithfulness to God, and for the ways you live out what you hear God calling you to do, both here and out in the world.

And... as I remember my dad on this day... to all of the men who are here today, I want to say thank you for seeking out God. Thank you for modeling for your children and grandchildren and for your friends that God is the One to be sought and followed, worshiped and served, for God is the One who gives our life meaning and purpose.  

Yes, to all the men who are part of this community, in memory of Holger William Munson, I say thank you!


