I woke up the other morning and my eyes hurt.  I don't drink, so it wasn't a hangover.  As I laid in bed staring at the ceiling I thought about the previous day and realized my eyes hurt because I spend way too much time staring at a computer and not enough time watching the ocean.  As I got out of bed my whole body hurt - again, thinking about the previous day realized I spend way too much time sitting in a chair instead of walking on the beach or around the neighborhood.  We don't have time to talk about my hands, ears and nose hurting.

St. Paul woke up and he hurt all over - and it wasn't because of the beatings, shipwrecks, snakebites or imprisonments.  Paul hurt because the church hurt.  And the church hurt because it had people who were trying to tear it apart or keep it from being the church or turn it into a private club.  And so Paul called a meeting of the church elders.   

You are probably tired of me asking, "what do you expect from God and the church and me?"  But it is a question that needs to be asked over and over.  Not because I'm going to change everything to make you happy - but because you need to be honest with yourself about why you are here.  If you are going to give of your time, talent and treasure - you should know why.  If you've been here more than a few months you have an idea of what we do and maybe a little of why we do it.  You've figured out you are surrounded by sinners - that we often say one thing and do another - and occasionally we are at a loss for words.

This thing called the church - specifically Our Savior Evangelical Lutheran Church of Aiea - as it says on our incorporation documents - founded in 1961 - having had 5 pastors and 3 DCE's and a bunch of interns and associate pastors during that time - is a living, breathing instrument of God's grace.  The church is not the building, the denomination, the doctrines or even the historical accomplishments.  The church is and always has been its people.  Which is why we often say one thing and do another or find ourselves at a loss for words - because we are sinners.  We may be redeemed and worship Jesus - but we are still sinners. 

The world has often expected the church - not just ours but all churches - to have all the answers.  The truth is - the church only knows the questions - and it sounds corny and unprofessional - but the only answer we have is Jesus.  I know how annoying it sounds when someone says, "what is the answer to world hunger, war, disease, death, pain?" and we, without blinking an eye, answer, "Jesus."  The truth is - we have no other answer.  

I know why life hurts so much.  It hurts because of sin.  But people, for the most part, are unwilling to accept such a blanket statement.  They want to know what sin and who sinned and why this particular person or group of persons has been affected by that sin when there are others who did far worse things and are just fine.  And that is where we are at a loss for words.

If I am going to issue any type of wisdom for today - it would be, "avoid anyone who tells you they know why bad things happen to good people."   What they are selling might make you feel good for a moment - but I guarantee once you have time to think about it you will just get angry and feel even more hurt.  There are enough people who are mad at God and the church because of something someone said - we don't need to add more.  Life hurts.  And no one gets off this planet unscathed.  We may not like it - but it is the truth.

If you don't want to be hurt - don't love anyone, don't trust anyone, don't talk to anyone, don't listen to anyone, don't do anything.  Curl up in a cave on Molokai and spend the day staring at the ocean.  You will have an unending feeling of loneliness - but you may avoid being hurt.

Short of that - there are some things that are optional - things you can choose:
 Try not to take things personally - even if they are personal.
 Accept the past cannot be changed - you just have live through it.
 Be careful about placing expectations on other people - they will disappoint you.
 Understand you aren't other people and they aren't you - so be careful about comparing
 We don't have time to talk about lifestyle choices, addictions and traditions - but again you have choices in life - choose wisely and trust in grace and forgiveness when you don't.
 
One of the biggest challenges of the church is - there is no single place in the Bible that says, "this is how a church will worship, this is what a church will look like, these are the approved hymns and official Bible version, and here is how people will dress and act and how much they will give as an offering and how many hours a week they will volunteer for mission and ministry work."  And even if such a document existed - and it was signed by God - we would quickly start with the whole, "what God meant was" and "that only applies to those people" and "God will forgive me so I'm going to whatever I want."  

Life hurts because we have expectations of our church, our family, our friends and our community.  And because they are sinners - whether they admit it or not - they can't possibly be and do what we expect them to be and do.  And that's in the best of times - which we all know are few and far between.  And if we're honest - we are sinners and that means we can't be what they expect us to be and do either.  
 
Jesus told us to, "love one another, forgive one another, be kind and compassionate to one another, submit to one another and a whole bunch of other one anothers.  All the pains and hurts and losses are opportunities for us to see one another in a different light - to understand we're not the only ones going through all these things and respond not out of fear, hate or anger - but love.  The greatest example is when Jesus, nailed to a cross and dying tells His Father, "forgive them - they know not what they do..." 

There are no easy answers to why life hurts - but there are ways to get through it so it doesn't win.

And here is where I move toward the Gospel - one of Jesus' "Good Shepherd" sermons.  Most people will tell you they are "spiritual."  Some will add they are "religious."  And you don't have to ask too many questions to discover that it's often just something people say - they really don't know what it means to be "spiritual" and "religious."

The truth is, everyone is "spiritual" because they have a "spirit" or a "soul" as it is sometimes called.  This is what separates us from trees and animals and rocks - none of which, to the best of the church's knowledge, have a spirit or soul.  That's not what most people mean when they say it - but most of them either know or hope there is something out there to help make sense of life and they call it spiritual.
To be religious just means you follow a system of laws or commands or rites.  You "practice" something that leads toward a destiny - perhaps divine and eternal, perhaps not.  There are people who follow some kind of religious order because it helps them keep things organized and distinguish between right and wrong, good and evil.   

So when people tell me they are spiritual or religious - I just nod my head in agreement.  If you aren't active in a church - you don't know what else to say to a pastor - and you don't want him to think you are a heathen - so spiritual and religious sound good.  What I know is this - the Book of Ecclesiastes - written by King Solomon - calls this "having eternity written or set in our hearts" - a longing for something more - something beyond us and this life.  It means such words are a good start and there is hope for them.

This eternity in our hearts has not changed since the beginning of time and the Garden, the fruit tree and the talking snake.  Our spirit and mind and heart are constantly trying to figure out life.  It's also why there are times when something happens and we struggle because our mind - being rational - wants to do something our heart is afraid of and yet the soul says is the right thing to do.  And if you are simply religious or spiritual - you have a checklist to tick off or you follow your gut (which is what most people call their spirit) - but in the end you are missing the most important element which makes all the difference. 

The Feast of Dedication mentioned in our Gospel lesson is also known as the Feast of Lights or you probably know it as Hannukah.  When the Temple was taken back from the Syrians around 160 B.C. they rededicated it to God and the story is the candles on the altar burned for a week even though no one added any oil.  So this feast is about light and God's provision and miracles.  

The Jewish leaders ask Jesus a blunt question - "don't leave us in suspense - tell us if you are the Christ!"  And Jesus answers, "I did - but you don't believe me."  Then Jesus goes off on a "My sheep know my voice - but you don't know My voice so you aren't My sheep."  And that's when they pick up rocks to stone Him.  When He asks why, they answer, "because you claim to be God" - which makes the whole thing a bit ridiculous because that's what they were hoping for in the first place - and when He confirms it - they decide to get rid of Him.  All of this is about that left brain, right brain - mind, body, soul and gut conflict.

Quick rabbit hole - did you know for Christians over the age of 45 who were raised in the church - Psalm 23 is one of the last things people suffering from Dementia or Alzheimer’s forget.  The moment you start, "The Lord is..." their lips move.  The Lord's Prayer is another one.

"My sheep listen to My voice..."  

Regardless of the church's teachings, most of us assume faith is some kind of intellectual agreement with God.  "If you believe in Me," Jesus said.  So, if you believe the right things about God - you go to heaven.  If you don't believe the right things, well, it's not a happy ending.  This premise says a person’s eternal life is determined on how much they believe about what they know.

There are dozens of things wrong with that thought process - but the one Jesus brings up today is perhaps the simplest.  Such a belief - because it only remains a belief - means faith does not have any affect or effect on someone's life. Faith is just your ticket to heaven - and once it's punched - it's punched.  The only thing that matters is you getting to heaven - no thought of making a difference, being transformed or caring about anyone except yourself.

"My sheep listen to My voice..."  When Jesus is talking to us - what do we think He says?  Does He just repeat, "Sit. Stay. Roll Over. Good human" - or might He say something like, "love one another, forgive one another, encourage one another" - and why does it matter?  

St. James writes that demons believe there is one God and it scares them to death - so much for just believing being your ticket to heaven.  James goes on to say, “a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone.”  This means it's more than just saying, "yup - that's Jesus' voice - I'd know it anywhere" and going back to whatever you were doing.
  
Jesus didn't just save me from my sins - He continually saves me every moment of my life from selfishness, judging people, fear, loss, pain, separation and everything else.  He is constantly calling to me - calling my name - loving me, forgiving me, encouraging me and correcting me - maybe especially correcting me.  But whatever He is saying - He is saying out of love.  And I am learning not only to recognize His voice among the billions of other voices - but to listen for it and to it because He is calling me for a purpose.

For far too many years when the Gospel lesson rolled around where Jesus said, "come unto Me all ye who are weary and heavy laden and I will give you rest..." - I assumed all that weariness and heavy ladenness was forced on me by other people - that Jesus was protecting me from the world.  The older I get - the more I realize much of my weariness and heavy ladenness I brought on myself.  Not all of it - but enough that if I just managed the things I have control over - my life really would be a lot easier and simple - and my eyes and body would hurt less.  And that might make me a better husband, father, pastor and neighbor.

The whole purpose of our lessons today is to remind us we aren't here to make other people's lives miserable - or fix them - or ignore them.  St. Paul says, "I've done all I can do - now it's your turn..."  And Jesus, who says, "you may not want Me as your shepherd but I'm not going anywhere..." 

We cannot avoid pain or suffering or uncomfortable moments or the judgment of the world.  When we run away from God - we get further and further away from His voice - the voice that speaks Truth.  And I know we are often afraid of the truth - and yet there is a truth we need to hear.  We don't like being told we're sinners or that we shouldn't have said that or done that - but those are not the only things God says.

The voice of God also calls out to us to remind us we are His child - forgiven - eternal - loved - did I say forgiven?  Yeah - I know I did but I think you need to hear that at least twice - along with you are loved.  No matter where in the world our feet happen to be - God wants us to also be in His arms where He can hold us and give us peace and speak words of promise - even in, make that especially in, the midst of pain and uncertainty.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
