Sermon 10-26-08
Reformation Sunday/Stewardship Sunday

John 8:31-36
Jeremiah 31:31-34

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

It is I think the key question in the reading for today; what do you mean by saying you will be made free?

The easy answer is Jesus’ response; “Very truly, I tell you, everyone who commits sin is a slave to sin. 35The slave does not have a permanent place in the household; the son has a place there forever. 36So if the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed. 
Let me offer up another possible answer in the form of a story. It is not as clean an answer and will require some reflection on your part. You may even disagree. 

I heard the story from another pastor – Tania Haber. She told it in her church and I believe she heard from another pastor.

“A while back another pastor told about a wonderful saint in his congregation down in Texas named Idalia. Idalia's grown children called this pastor and asked if he would stop in and visit her because they admitted that seeing her very often was just a chore. She was crotchety, she was negative - not the kind of person even her children really wanted to hang out with. 
So, being the good pastor that he was, he set his watch for one hour and went to put in his time with Idalia.

Idalia was 90 years old and hadn't been to church in years. This wasn't the first time the pastor had been to visit her, but all of a sudden as they were talking he noticed a green house kind of room that went off the back of Idalia's house. And from the living room where they were sitting, he could see in that greenhouse ivy plants with the hugest leaves he had ever seen in his life.

He said to Idalia, "I never noticed your greenhouse before. The plants are remarkable!"

"Well, you're always in such a rush to get out of here, you probably haven't noticed a lot of things."

The pastor thought that was probably true. He hadn't really looked before. Suddenly, he had an idea. Every Sunday after services, within 2 hours, members of his congregation delivered a small plant to the home of all the 1st time visitors.

"Idalia," he asked, "would you be willing to give us some of your beautiful ivy to share with those who visit our church for the 1st time?"

"No." she answered.
"Well, what are you going to do with them? You have so many?"

"I just throw 'em out when they die," she said.

Well, he talked her into giving him just a few to share this one time. He decided this week that he would personally deliver these wonderful ivy to a few of their first time visitors. And as he brought them around that Sunday, he told the people about Idalia and asked if they wouldn't mind giving her a quick phone call to thank her for this exceptional ivy.

A week later at church, there was Idalia out in the Narthex, all smiles. People who hadn't seen her in years were greeting her, hugging her, welcoming her back.

Well, of course, Idalia continued to grow the ivy for the first time visitors at Colonial Hills Church. And a year and half later, this pastor asked Idalia if she would give a testimony in church. She stood up in front of the congregation at 91 ½ years old, and said, "I became a Christian at age 90 when someone taught me that it's better to give than receive."

She said, "Life has got to be recycled. Everything we get has to be passed on to someone else."

Idalia had finally answered the question for herself, "So what?" She had spent her life hearing the promises of Jesus Christ. In her own life, she'd experienced many, many blessings. But she had stopped there. She wasn’t free and she had yet to experience the riches of freedom in Christ.

Idalia had been given the gift of a green thumb, but she never connected what she'd been given to her faith life. 
She had discovered, at age 90, that giving, giving our whole life back to God, is what it's all about.”
The people asked; “what do you mean by saying, you will be made free?”  The son sets you free from sin. This is the work of Jesus in His death and resurrection. But the Son also sets you free for something. This is our work as the people of God.
Idalia, at age 90 took the step of freedom that is in Christ. When what is put into our hands and into our lives stays there and goes no further – it indicates a form of bondage – a form of slavery. 
In a real sense, the gifts and the blessings God gives are held captive by our closed hands and hearts. 
They are kept by us and they have no chance of passing through our lives and then touching the lives of others. 
We hang on to them and when they are dead, we toss them out and we miss out on the miracle that occurs when a blessing or a gift is passed on.

When God blesses our lives and in freedom and trust we keep our hands and our hearts open;

· the blessing moves on 
· touching other lives 
· nurturing other lives 
· feeding other lives 
· caring for other lives. 
This is freedom and Christ is revealed and known.
This is the riches of freedom that unleashes the power of God’s love upon the world.

We have this incredibly generous God who tells us over and over again – you are rich in everything. Filling out a time and talent inventory and filling out a faith commitment card is simply an expression of our freedom in Christ. It is to use Idalia’s language; recycling the faith.
And this is when we begin to live in the reality of that freedom – a place where there is no longer any bondage to any and all things that get in the way of our relationship with Jesus Christ.

We no longer need live in fear. 
· Spiritual fear

· Financial fear

· Emotional fear

We no longer have to cling tightly to those things that give us the illusion of comfort and peace.

We discover that true comfort and peace comes when the treasures and blessings of God pass through our hands and onto others.
A recycling of grace where freedom in Christ drives the movement of blessings from one person or group of persons to another and the more that is passed on and given away the more that comes in. 

And it happens over and over and over again.

It happens in Christ alone. This is the truth Jesus is speaking about.
The riches of freedom – the truth of Jesus setting us free.
Thanks be to God for the invitation to live in that kind of freedom and to give with that kind of freedom.

For Jesus sake. Amen
