Christianity is not the only religion that has a dead God at its center.  What sets Christianity apart is the dead God became alive again.  The Christian God saw the failures and sins of His people and didn't give up on them.  He died to save His people and rose again to give them life.  

When people say the Bible is myth - I don't take it personally.  There are two types of myths - one that really is impossible - and one that just hasn't happened yet.  Since I mentioned our VBX trips to Alaska last week - here's another story. Pilot Dan and I set down on the gravel strip in the little village of Beaver to pick up a team we had dropped off a week earlier.  We were greeted at the airport by kids who wanted us to do another aileron or barrel roll on takeoff.  We told them we had never done a barrel roll - the Piper Navajo is not designed or capable of that.  The moment it went inverted the engine would die and so would we.  No matter how many times we told the kids we didn't do it - they insisted we did - they all saw it with their own eyes.  A Myth was born.

The other kind of myth - the one that just hasn't happened yet - is far better.  Once upon a time it was a myth that people could fly or go to the moon or there would be a vaccine for measles and a treatment for diabetes.  Fortunately, there were those who refused to accept the myth status and went about turning myth into reality.

The difference between a myth and the truth is not if you believe it or not.  It's whether it really is true.  You cannot change truth just by believing or not believing.

This is why we live by faith.  As much as I would love to live in complete certainty - knowing everything without doubt or fear - it is impossible.  My brain will not allow me to completely trust God.  It works to sabotage me over and over again as it tries to convince me I know more than God and everyone else.  My self-deception is a myth that threatens to destroy me.  

The word Theology is often misunderstood.  A simple translation is, "study of God."  Theos is God - Ology is study of.  When you study something - you learn about it.  Einstein said, "Any fool can know. The point is to understand.”  Understanding pushes you put your knowledge into action.  St. James says, "faith does!"

When we were dating, I took Nancy to a very nice restaurant on several occasions.  Candlelight, the most amazing French onion soup, quiet atmosphere - so romantic - except when a DC-10 was either landing or departing on runway 8L at Stapleton International Airport - just 500 feet from the 94th Aero Squadron restaurant.  A beautiful lady across from me and beautiful planes outside the window - it was the perfect date as far as I was concerned.  Today I am still an aviation enthusiast.  Do I plan on becoming a pilot - no - I'm too old - I have to settle for just knowing stuff about airplanes.  But I found a way to combine my passion with doing some good - I joined the Civil Air Patrol.

Forty years ago it might have been different.  I always wonder who or what I would be if I had followed my passion.  I look back on my life's history and see all the turns and twists that led me where I am today - all the pivot points where I could have chosen to be a pilot or missionary or computer programmer or even a Noble Roman's manager.  It is far easier to look back than it is to look forward.     
  
Dreams allow us to project ourselves into a future - but a dream is just a dream...unless it is given wings.  Jeremiah 29:11 says, "For I know the plans I have for you,” declares the LORD, “plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future. Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I will listen to you."  God knows who we are at our deepest core - our talents, passions and abilities.  He knows what we could do - and what we will do - and there is a difference between the two.  We can only know when we look back and see how we got from where we were to wherever we are.   

This is why all of us might want to take a greater interest in the study of Theology.  Not just so we can know stuff about God - but so we can know stuff about ourselves and live it out.  Psalm 139 says God created your inmost being and every single moment of your life is written in a book He keeps on a shelf right next to Him at all times.  Sometimes God gives us a peek at that book.  The Buechner quote I bring up, "your calling is where your deep gladness meets the deep need of the world."

We tend to think we are the expert on us.  Except, I am only the expert on me up to age 64.  I don't know what will happen when I am 65, 72 or 83 or even if I will get to those ages.  Also, there are some fuzzy memories - and things I've forgotten and other things I either deliberately or accidentally changed - my history, as told by me, is myth and truth.

Winston Churchill said, "History will be kind to me for I intend to write it."  I think you see the problem there.  If I write my history - it may or may not be the truth.  I might be doing barrel rolls in airplanes or responsible for inventing the internet.  Or, if I were severely depressed my story might quote King Solomon, "everything is meaningless."  

Let me help with some eschatology - which is the fancy term for the study of the end times.  I know in TV shows and movies there is always a million different points radiating from your life.  All the "if you do this and if you do that and if you don't do this" moments - each one branching off and splintering until it reaches the final moment.  The Bible teaches there is only one branch of your life - not millions or billions.  God knows your life - all of it.  He didn't cause it, restrict you to it or force you into any of it.  But he knows every corner, every twist and every destination - there was always just one place you would be.

No matter what age I am - I do not know what shape my life will take or who I will become tomorrow or the day after.  I have dreams - I have hopes - but I cannot take into account all the variables.  Which is why we live by faith because God not only knows all the variables - but promises, "all things work together for good for those who love Him and are called according to His purpose."

Our second lesson from the book of Acts is a travelogue.  Paul went here and had a dream and then went there and met someone and then went down to the river and met Lydia who was a dealer in purple cloth.  At first glance there really isn't any theology going on.  It's more a lesson on networking.  So why did we include it today?

The church is always about people.  God didn't send Jesus to save buildings, denominations or parachurch groups.  God sent His Son to save people.  And so when Paul has a dream and goes where the dream tells him to go - it's because there are people who need the Gospel.  Paul didn't ask how much it was going to cost, how many people were there or if there was a 401k plan - he simply went.  And when he arrives at Philippi - he and his team settle in and begin a ministry of presence and they set about changing the lives of people that had no idea God was about to change their life.

The narrative is more than a travelogue - it tells us bits and pieces like - "we went by ship from Troas to Samothrace to Neopolis until we arrived at the "Roman colony" and settled down for a few days.  Paul tells us how he goes about his work: "We went to the river expecting to find a place of prayer - and we did - there were women there - one of whom was Lydia - a dealer in purple cloth who was a worshiper of God."  In addition to Lydia being a worshiper of God - her being a dealer in purple cloth meant she was wealthy and connected in the community - can you see why this is important.  

What do you think Paul was praying for as he made this journey?  I wish our text had included the verses immediately prior - they provide an interesting point of discussion.  The missing verses say the Holy Spirit prevented Paul from going to Asia and Bithynia.  Doesn't say how - just that It did.  Then Paul has this dream about going to Macedonia - which he does - and meets Lydia and her Bible study group down at the river.  What did Paul pray for during all these travel changes?

Jumping to our Gospel lesson - Jesus says, "In that day you will no longer ask me anything.  I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in My name.  Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete."   

Based on this Scripture - I want to stop right here and pray...  "Father, I want a Ferrari 308GTS just like Magnum PI drove - in the name of Jesus, Amen."  Can someone check the parking lot - I want to make sure it's red - If God sent me a white one or a yellow one I'm going to send it back - Jesus promised I'd be happy and so it has to be red!

Do you think that's what Jesus meant when He said, "My Father will give you whatever you ask in My name?"  Should we really ask for a red Ferrari, a mansion, a jet plane or to win the lottery?  Jesus was pretty vague, "My Father will give you whatever you ask for in My Name."  So, is everything possible as long as we add, "in the name of Jesus?"

Paul was on his way to Asia.  I should use his full title, "St. Paul - Apostle of God to the Gentiles - was on his way to Asia - which isn't China, Japan or Mongolia - but what we call EurAsia - more Georgia, Armenia and Azerbaijan.  The Holy Spirit stops him.  Paul doesn't say why he was going to Asia - whether it was his idea or someone else's.  When the Holy Spirit stopped him - do you think Paul said, "I've been praying about this so You have to let me go - Jesus said so!  He promised my joy would be complete - how can it be complete if I don't get some great Chinese food or learn to do origami?" 

Ask a preschooler to pray and they will say, "help Sally's boo-boo to feel better and can we have ice cream for dessert."  Ask a Jr Hi confirmand to pray and he will say, "Dear Lord, help me get a good grade on my test tomorrow even though I don't have time to study."  Ask an adult to pray and it will be a mixture of memorized prayers, snippets of the Bible and a lot of "we just's."  And if we ask adults why they specifically prayed what they prayed - they may or may not be able or willing to tell us.
  
When someone says, "I don't know how to pray" - the next word out of our mouth should be, "yet."  "You don't know how to pray, yet..."  We make prayer far more complicated than we need to.  Just because a prayer sounds polished and all the verbs and nouns match - doesn't make it a good prayer.  Romans 8:26 says the Holy Spirit can turn tears, sobs, screams or silence into a perfect prayer.  Everyone can pray - it's just a matter of being honest with God.

The Bible verse that ties our two lessons together is found in 2nd Peter, "with the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like one day. The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some think of slowness, but is patient with you, not wanting any to perish but all to come to repentance."  

Our God is very patient with us.  God has all eternity to accompany us as we become who we are to become. We see the clock ticking, the days on the calendar getting marked off and the number of candles on the birthday cake and we begin to panic - so much to do and so little time.  God has all eternity - and so do we.  This life is only a fraction of our existence - so manini it wouldn't even show up on a graph.  And yet, we often think and act as though it is everything.
  
Simon Peter was mending fishing nets when Jesus walked by and said, "follow Me."  Pharisee Saul was on his way to persecute Christians in Damascus when God turned him around.  The blind man, the bleeding woman, the woman at the well, the leper - all of them - were doing and being what they had always been when God interrupted their life and took them on an amazing adventure that changed the world.  None of them imagined their next day they would be followers of Jesus.

When I was in high school, there was no way for me to know who God would make me into. God was patient. Back then I was just a sloppy mess of a human - now I am a loved and forgiven sloppy mess of a human.  I had no idea what shape my heart would take.  To be entirely known and wholly loved by God means the parts of ourselves we have given up on or try to push away - God knows them and these sloppy messes have a place in what we are becoming.

The Greek word for this change is metanoia – the English word is repentance.  It means changing our focus by accepting who and what we are - but also surrendering all of it to God so He can guide us to where and what we shall be.  And God isn't tapping his foot because He has places to be and wants us to hurry up.  God is patient with us.  The longer it takes us to change our focus and learn to surrender - the longer we have to put up with who we are right now - and that might be the best reason for us to study Theology and Paul's travelogues.

Maybe we can't see into the future - but we can see the past clearly.  We look back and see how God provided and what turns and twists were made that led us where we are today.  A year.  A month.  A week.  A day.  God offers us everything we need to discover how He will lead us to learn to forgive someone or maybe forgive ourselves, be surprised, find a way to turn our passion into ministry, bring light to someone's darkness, discover how God can use us in spite of who we are.  And as God changes us - we'll see our prayers change - less about Ferraris and ice cream and passing tests - and more about a world that needs the Gospel and how God wants to use us to take the Gospel to them.

We hear the story of Jesus and His people.  We listen with more than our ears and realize some things take time - and we have everything we need to become the Unique and Unreproducible Miracle that God knows we already are in His eyes.  In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
