Sermon 10-15-06

Stewardship/19th Sunday of Pentecost

Proverbs 11:2

Mark 10:17-31

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

I noticed what was happening to the tree before I understood the why. This is – I think - a universal truth – we very often see evidence of change – be it positive or negative – before we understand the why.
The tree was dying. It was one of two beautiful maple trees on the south side of the building. Trees that I have enjoyed for 17 falls. Each fall an explosion of color – each summer an abundance of shade.
The tree was dying – you could see it in the leaves – they were withering, shrinking up before our very eyes – there was no life in the leaves.

I asked an arborist – a tree expert – about the tree. She is a member of this congregation. She came and examined the tree and found a girdle root. I had never heard of a girdle root before. A girdle root wraps itself around the base of the tree – just below the surface of the ground – where you can’t see it – and literally chokes the tree to death. 
It is interesting to note that the girdle root comes from the same tree it is choking. It is self inflicted.
The tree was choking itself to death.
I wrote about this tree in a newsletter article this past summer and it has come to mind again for me of late as we begin our stewardship emphasis here at Augustana.
It is the theme verse from Proverbs that keeps coming to mind for me as I reflect on that tree and on the challenges we all face in our call to discipleship – our call to follow Jesus.

A life devoted to things is a dead life, a stump;
a God-shaped life is a flourishing tree.
And I keep thinking to myself – do I have a girdle root?

And if I do, what is it?

And if I do - and deep down I suspect I do - how does the girdle root manifest itself in my life? What am I devoted too?
I watched that tree - which once was a flourishing tree, die before my very eyes. Then it was cut down and all that is left is a stump – buried beneath the sod of the back lawn – no longer seen.

The young man we meet this morning in our Gospel reading had a girdle root and he didn’t even know it.

He knew the commandments and he followed them. ‘You shall not murder; You shall not commit adultery; You shall not steal; You shall not bear false witness; You shall not defraud; Honor your father and mother.’” 
In fact he tells Jesus that he has followed these commandments since he was a youth. In his mind and in his heart he believed he was a flourishing tree.

In his mind and in his heart, he believed that he was living a God shaped life.

His mistake was talking to Jesus.
His mistake was in talking to the one who wants to shape a new reality in our lives – the one who wants to redefine what it means to live a God shaped life.
Jesus pulls back the top soil and looks beneath the surface of the life of this young man and Jesus exposes his girdle root.

And he does it in love.

Jesus, looking at him, loved him and said, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you own, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me.” 
When he heard this, he was shocked and went away grieving, for he had many possessions.
It is shocking isn’t it – is this what it means to live a God shaped life?

It is shocking isn’t it – to think that the things we think we own;

money and possessions may stand in the way of entering the Kingdom of God.
No wonder the disciples were perplexed by these words.

And the question on my heart this morning is this; what if Jesus really means what he says here?

Is he telling me that in order for me to live a God shaped life, I need to give over to him all my possessions – and then follow him?

Is he telling me that in order to be a flourishing tree, I must give over to Him all those things I am so devoted to, those things I have worked so hard for, those things that I enjoy, even those things I call blessings from God? He wants it all – is that what he is telling me?
And if this is true, then something needs to change in me. If this is true, God has to do something in my heart because I am painfully aware that I can’t do it on my own – the girdle root is too strong. My devotion to things too powerful. I don’t want to walk away like the young man who speaks to Jesus. 

I don’t want to become a stump. I want to learn what it means to live in that promise – the promise that a God shaped life is a flourishing tree. The promise of a life truly shaped by God and lived in relationship with God through Jesus Christ.
A letter came across my computer this week. A letter from an Episcopal Bishop named Charles Jenkins who eloquently shares the transformation from a life devoted to things to a God shaped life – a flourishing tree.

He writes; I cannot tell you a precise moment when Christian giving became for me a joy rather than a discipline or simply a practice. However, the transformation of giving from duty to joy is a spiritual gift, a divine gift, for which I am grateful. By grace, God has changed giving from something I "ought to do" to an act of gratitude that I want to do.
When we truly understand in our hearts that we are created in God’s image – then a God shaped life is a life where giving becomes a joy and not an obligation. It becomes a life that flourishes because it is a life that is lived in the promises of the one who lived and died for you and me.
Again Jenkins writes - In Christian giving, I believe myself to be living into what God has created me to be, at least in part. 
By training, I am not a particularly generous person; by grace, I pray that I am learning Christian generosity. Such generosity is of the image and likeness of God revealed to us in Christ Jesus our Lord.

You will notice a large display in the narthex of a tree. Created by Carrie Closmore’s confirmation small group – thank you girls.
Today it is void of leaves – but in the next few weeks it will be filled with leaves – each representing a life – each leaf representing a gift. Each leaf representing the transformation that takes place – the movement that takes place from a dead life to a God shaped life.

The branches of the tree represent the ministries of the flourishing tree we call Augustana – I wonder about the top most branch. What that will be – what it will look like – what God will do in our midst. 
And the tree will flourish because the leaves are alive. In 2006 there would have been 591 leaves on the tree. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if there were 650 leaves on the tree for 2007? 
Each leaf telling a story;
- a story of faith 

- a story of transformation and God’s grace a work 
- a story of living a God shaped life.
What would that look like for you? 
I invite you to find out and to respond as you are called into a life of generosity. A God shaped life – a flourishing tree.

A life lead by and given over to Jesus Christ our Lord.

Amen
