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Ephesians 1:3-14

	I want to express my thanks to Shari Eggleston for filling in the pulpit a couple of Sundays ago while Joan and I attended the Northwest Tandem Rally in Victoria, B.C.    We had a wonderful time which I would be glad to tell you about if we had more time.
	But I do want to tell you about what happened on the banquet on Saturday night.  The banquet is a standard feature of the rally.  Generally it’s a buffet served to several hundred hungry bicyclists followed by a raffle and then a speaker of some sort.   I never win anything at the raffle, I don’t know why I bother entering.   And generally the raffle is for bike “stuff” that doesn’t seem very interesting anyway, but this year was different.   They only had one or two really good prizes and I won the big one.  I won a set of Bontrager “race-lite” tandem wheels.   I was amazed.   The list price on the wheels is $500.00.  For one brief moment everyone in the room wanted to be me.  There are still members of the club who talk about my winning those wheels.  
	I realize that my winning new bicycle wheels is not very interesting to you, but maybe this will be.   The next morning, at the first rest-stop of the day one of our local club members came up to me and told me that she had figured out why I had won those wheels.   She figured out that God wanted me to have those wheels because I was such a good person.   She saw those wheels as a reward for all this church does in feeding the hungry.   She understood that my good fortune was the will of God.  
	While I did offer her a simple “thank-you” my mind started racing.   Do you think for a second that God “fixes” raffles?   Does God “fix” the lottery?   Here’s the bigger question, Do things in our lives happen according to some plan on the part of God?   Here’s the still bigger question, Does God have a plan for our lives and for the world that is being played out in history?  Does God have a “will” for our lives?

	I have to tell you that there are lots of people who would answer all of the previous questions in the affirmative.   They would gladly tell you that God decides who wins the lottery, that God will pick out your spouse and that God will even tell you what clothes to wear.    The writer of the letter to the Ephesians believed that God went so far as to decide, before the creation of the world, who was going to be Christian and who wasn’t.   So tell me, is that how it is?   Is God really in charge?   Is God in control?  Does God have a plan that we’re living out?   Does God have a plan for our lives?   

	I have a small problem – ok, actually it’s a big problem.   You see last year the wheels on our bike wore out and we had a new pair made.  We didn’t need a new set of wheels.   If they are a reward to me from God, then I can think of a bunch of other things that I wish God had given me.   The problem is that if God is in charge of the world then God is doing a really bad job of running it.   The world is filled with pain and suffering.  We humans have not yet learned to stop killing each other.   And what are we to say about people who God has decided can’t be Christian?  Is that fair?   What kind of a God would have planned out what is currently happening in the world or in our lives?   What kind of a God are we dealing with here?   I am afraid that if that is what God is like, then I’m going to have trouble being in relationship with that God.  
	More importantly if you and I are puppets being yanked around by the will of God, then what is the purpose of our lives?   What’s the point?    If the world is simply a computer game that God has written, then my life is an absurdity that has no real purpose, then God is a monster who created the world for God’s own amusement and who designed human misery for the fun of it.
	No, I do not believe that God micro- manages the world.  I do not believe that had all of human history planned out before the world was even created.  I do not believe that God had my life all planned out before I was born.  I do not believe that everything that happens is the will of God.  I do not believe that God “fixes” raffle drawings.  I do not believe that God chooses our spouses for us.  I do not believe that God selects our clothes for us.  I do not believe that God decides who gets cancer and who doesn’t.  I don’t believe that God starts wars or decides who is going to be President.  
	I do believe in human freedom where you and I really are free to decide what we’re going to believe and what we’re going to do.   I believe that God has given us complete freedom, perhaps more freedom that we’re capable of handling.  I also believe in chaos.  I believe that for most of what happens in the world, there is no hidden hand of God, no reason, no purpose, and no justice.  I believe that sometimes your name just gets drawn at the raffle.   I believe that sometimes “the rain falls on the just and on the unjust.”  I believe just stuff happens.  

	I realize how hard that is to hear.  For a lot of my life I enjoyed the thought that God had a plan for my life.  I wanted to believe that there was a purpose to what happened to me, and that my life was special enough for God to plan out.   I liked the idea that in making decisions I didn’t have to be responsible, all I had to do was find the will of God and do what God wanted.   
	I also realize that we human are wired to make sense of what we see and what happens.  Our brains are wired to see familiar patterns and to reject the idea of chaos.   We want to believe that there is a purpose to our lives and to the events of history.  
	But I have come to understand that I can’t have it both ways.  If God is responsible for what happens in the world, then God is responsible for all of the pain and suffering and injustice.  If we don’t have real freedom then God is responsible for all the domestic violence and child abuse that plagues the world.   And I can’t believe that God is like that.   I believe in a God of love, and a God of presence and healing and wholeness who would never want a child to be abused, or a spouse to be beaten, or a war to start.   

	But you need me to now let me talk out of the other side of my mouth.  I do believe that God does have a will for our lives.  I do believe that God is operative in human history.  I do believe that in making decisions we are not on our own, but that God is with us.   I believe that God has a plan for our lives.  	
	I believe that the first part of God’s will is for us to live in a love relationship with God.  That means, in part, that we will accept that we really are the beloved children of God.   You understand how difficult that is.  The world in which we live keeps telling us that love is conditional.  We will be loved if we use the right toothpaste or buy the right car, or wear the right clothes.  We will be loved if we have enough money.   But God says it differently.  God says that we are loved simply because God has chosen to love us.   We are loved and God’s will is for us to get that fact through our think heads and our thick hearts.  God’s will is for us to live every day secure in the knowledge that despite what anyone else says, we are loved, we are special, we are beloved.  
	And you understand what that means.  For me it means that because God always loves me I am free to be the person that I really am.   It means that I don’t have to play games with God, but can share with God not only the “good side” of me, but also the “dark side” what I keep hidden from everyone else in the world.   It means that I find the freedom to explore the gifts and abilities and also the handicaps and shortcoming that are a part of my life.  
	That’s God’s will – first that we live in love with God.  And I believe that God calls to everyone with the same siren call of love.  I believe that God loves every person and is present to every person and even works in every person’s life – even if they don’t believe in God.  I don’t believe in predestination, I believe that we are all loved and that God’s will is for us to know it and believe it.  
	And I believe that God’s will is for us to take the gifts and talents that we’ve been given and apply them to the opportunities that arise in order to share the love of God.   I believe it is God’s will that we use our lives and whatever happens to our lives to increase the amount of love in the world.  
	While I don’t believe that God has a clear plan for our lives and while I don’t believe that everything happens for a reason, I do believe that sometimes people cross our path for a reason.   Just this last week I had a local minister stop by my office to get acquainted.  It’s funny, I’ve been here for 6 years, he’s been here for 20, but we’re just getting acquainted.  My suspicion is that if we got to talking theology we would have several important areas of disagreement.   But he didn’t come to talk theology.  He came to see if this church would like to be part of sharing leftover Noah’s Bagels with the hungry.   All we have to do is pick them up and bring them here – we’re working on that.   He also came to invite me to a minister’s prayer group that meets every Thursday morning.   It’s evidently a real cross-section of the theological world that gets together just to pray – and lately to rent and organize homes to transition the homeless off the streets.  
	I have to wonder.   Did God have a hand in our meeting?   Is God giving me – and us – an opportunity here to share love?   I have to wonder.  
	The other night at our Board meeting we had an interesting discussion.   You see the Hispanic church that meets in our building has lost a bunch of its members and a bunch of its remaining members are unemployed and they can’t afford to pay us the rent they agreed to.  The Board was confronted with a choice – do we ask the Hispanics to pay up or leave – or do we do something else?   The Board voted to allow the Hispanics to pay what they could afford – for a while – because we want to be a partner with them as they serve God – even though they are a different denomination – even though they are a different color and speak a different language. 
	I have to wonder.  Was God present in our meeting?   Did God give us an opportunity to share love – and did we take hold of that opportunity in the right way?   I have to wonder.
	The surgery on my back was a success – for the most part.  I was losing the feeling in my legs – that has been corrected, but the pain remains.  It is my ever-present enemy limiting what I can do and limiting the joy that I can get from life.  I am aware that slowly and surely the pain is changing who I am.  I don’t believe for a second that it is God’s will or God’s plan for me to have back pain.   But because I believe in the presence and the power of God I have to wonder, is there a way for God to use my situation to promote love?  Is there a way for this pain to make me more open to God?  Is there a way for me to use this situation to be more understanding of others in chronic pain?  Is there a way for me to ever see this situation as blessed by God?   I don’t know the answer, but I search for the wisdom and the strength of God.  I am searching for ways to use this situation to create more love in the world.  I believe that good can come out of it – if I live with my eyes open for the opportunities that may come along – if I am open to what I might learn.   I believe that is the will of God for me.  
	Yes, I believe that God is in the world encouraging love, healing and wholeness.  I believe that God is like the wind slowly but surely pushing the world away from injustice and war.  I believe that  God works in our lives providing us with strength, wisdom and courage.  I believe that God doesn’t plan our lives but gives us opportunities to share love that we can take or not.  I do not believe that the way is always clear, but I believe that we need to live with our eyes open so that we can recognize the opportunities we have to share love with the world.  That I believe is the will of God.

	All of which allows me to ask you these questions;, are you brave enough to believe that not everything that happens is a part of God’s plan for you?   Are you brave enough to believe that in God’s world things just happen – some of them good and some of them bad?   Are you brave enough to believe that despite what happens God is always present in the world and always loves you?
	And are you willing to commit yourself to living with your eyes open accepting the gifts that you’ve been given and taking the opportunities that present themselves – to share love – to increase love – to make the world different by your living?   
	I don’t for a second believe that God planned for me to leave Victoria with a new pair of bicycle wheels.   I think that just happened.   But now I have to wonder.   I have to wonder if I won’t be presented with an opportunity to use those wheels to share love with the world.  God won’t make me do anything – but God may give me an opportunity – and now I need to watch.  I need to live with my eyes open for God’s holy opportunities – and that is God’s will for me – and for you.
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