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    Now before faith came, we were imprisoned and guarded under the law until faith would be revealed. Therefore the law was our disciplinarian until Christ came, so that we might be justified by faith. But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus. And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to the promise.

Let it Go

It’s packing time at Augustana; the big building renovation and expansion project is slated to begin in another month, and it’s time to get ready. Everyone from the pastors and the program and administrative staff to the Kids’ Kingdom teachers and the stampers and quilters and the like have begun or will soon begin to pack up their books and equipment and materials so they can be easily moved and stored during the construction process. Of course, we are hopeful that not everything will simply be packed and stored, for a process like this one, much like when we move to a new house, provides the opportunity to re-evaluate your stuff so you can decide what to keep and what to throw away.

In my mind, there are basically three categories of stuff: essential, important, and garbage. The essential category is, if we are honest, pretty small. If we were to lose everything in a tragic fire, we would still have a church, as long as we had the people. That’s what’s really essential to ministry, for where there is the gospel and people to share it, there is church.

The second category, the important, contains those things which are certainly helpful in doing our ministry, and which we wouldn’t want to do without. Our computers and other office equipment, our Kids’ Kingdom and other program materials, our musical instruments and audio-visual equipment, kitchen supplies and more have certainly become valuable tools in our work, and we probably can’t imagine life, or at least, ministry, without them. We will certainly find the room to store them until the new building is complete.

Then, of course, is the last category of stuff, the garbage. This is where it gets tricky. There are some among us who find it easy to part with that which hasn’t been used recently, and others, well, we aren’t so quick to give up on our stuff. We like to hang on to it, just in case there is a use for it someday. Or, more likely, we know that only five percent of a particular pile of stuff is valuable and worth keeping, but we just don’t have or want to take the time to sort through it, so we refuse to throw away any of it for fear of losing that precious five percent.

I would guess that most all of us know what this is like, for even if we have never been involved in a church expansion project, almost everyone of us moves at some time in our lives, or at least we try to clean out the attic, basement, or garage. And in doing so, we’ve all had to struggle to decide when something is worth hanging on to, and when it’s time to just let it go.


In other words, we’ve all had to come to terms with what do we really need to be happy; what is essential, and what can we live without? I don’t know about you, but I’ve found that the happiest people are those who don’t really need much to be happy, and they have pared down their list of essentials to just a few key things.

This was the challenge facing Paul in his relationship with the Christians in Galatia. Having brought them into the Christian fold through his powerful and persuasive witness, he was upset that others had arrived on the scene to tell the Galatians that his message was somehow incomplete. The Galatians could not be full Christians, they argued, unless they added to Paul’s gospel all the requirements of the Jewish law, circumcision chief among them. Paul’s responds sharply, restating his claim that God’s grace as given to us in Christ is the only thing needed for salvation, and everything else, including the law and all its demands, was not only non-essential, it was garbage. There may have been a time when the law was a helpful guide, a sort of disciplinarian, “But now that faith has come, we are no longer subject to a disciplinarian, for in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of you as were baptized into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus.” Once Christ dwells in us, not only does the need for the law fall away, but everything that divides us, enslaves us, causes us to compete against one another and rank ourselves as better or worse than one another, all of it falls away, and we just need to let it go.

Of course, we don’t yet live in the fullness of the kingdom. We are still a sinful, broken, and divided people, and the law, both civil and moral, can serve as a helpful guide in loving our neighbor. And, try as I might, I cannot separate myself from the fact that I am a White, male, middle-class North American, who, simply by the fact of being born when and where I was born, enjoy many rights and privileges in the world. But here’s the point: none of that is essential, none of that can save me, for all we truly need, and all we truly are, is Christ. All this other stuff, while it still clings to us and follows us around like a moving van full of worthless junk, it doesn’t need to weigh us down and keep us from being who God created us to be. 

About a year ago, the Augustana choirs recorded a CD as a part of our anniversary celebration. One of my favorite songs on that CD is also one of the shortest, sung by the grade-school children in the Cherub and Chorister Choirs. The words are simple and powerful: When I see the beauty God has made, a lake, the sky, a tree, I know in all this wonderful plan a place was made for me. I am God’s child, hear the song that I bring, I am God’s child, hear the song that I sing. My voice I raise to sing my song of praise, I am a child of God. And as I walk along the pathway of life, God’s hand will guide my way. If you ask my name, what should I be called, I will raise my voice and say, I am God’s child, hear the song that I bring, I am God’s child, hear the song that I sing. My voice I raise to sing my song of praise, I am a child of God.” 
That is all we need to know. Everything else: our wealth, or lack thereof, our academic credentials, or lack thereof, our political and theological opinions, or lack thereof, our gender, our race, our citizenship, our sins and our shortcomings, our righteous acts and our faithful service, it’s all secondary, non-essential. And when moving day comes, and we stand before the throne, we better not be clinging to any of it, for it cannot save us. We’ve gotta let it go, so that we may hold on to the only thing that really matters, the hand of Jesus, the hand that washes us, feeds us, claims us as his brothers and sisters, the hand that will guide us and save us all. Thanks be to God; amen.
