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Let me first of all make sure you know what’s going on this morning.  My son, Chris and I will be sharing the sermon this morning.  I would remind you that Chris is about to graduate from Eden Theological Seminary in St. Louis.   He’ll be done the middle of May and will be set loose on the church.   Tomorrow Chris will meet with the Regional Commission on the Ministry who will need to approve his ordination to be held here on the afternoon of May 31.  
This morning we’re going to be sharing our perspective on a very familiar passage of scripture.   Those of you expecting to hear a good argument will be disappointed.  It’s not that we disagree about this passage, it’s just that we see it from different perspectives.   What we want to do is share our perspectives and encourage you to think about yours.  This sermon is going to be much like the famous song, “Dueling Banjoes” in which two instruments play different melodies but together make a harmony.   
The lectionary for this morning is probably the most famous in the New Testament.  It’s John 3:14-21 in which we find the famous words, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only son that whoever believes in him shall have eternal life.”   These words are part of larger discussion that Jesus had with the Pharisee, Nicodemus, in which Jesus talked about salvation.



In popular usage the word “salvation” means “to save” or to “rescue” and of course in this verse Jesus is equating salvation with eternal life.  In this instance Jesus is making plain that anyone who believes in him as the representative of God’s love will receive eternal life which is the free gift of God – and that is salvation.

Chris and I both agree that this understanding of salvation is good and valid.  For the purpose of this sermon we both agree that a part of salvation is the promise of eternal life.  And we don’t want to minimize that.   We agree that eternal life with God is nothing to sneeze at.   It’s important.  It’s an incredible hope that we all share and upon which we all depend.  We both have spent time wondering and imagining what life with God will be like.   We both agree that a Christianity with a hope in eternal life would be very different and diminished.

It’s just that we’re sure that eternal life isn’t all of salvation.  It’s just that we agree that salvation is more than eternal life.   For the purpose of this sermon we want to agree to talk about other ways that through our relationship with God made possible through Jesus we find life, about the ways that we find salvation, the other ways that our lives are changed.   

I have to admit that Chris’ graduation and ordination and the possibility that he will be called to a real, paying position with a church has me comparing our places in life and ministry.  Chris’ place in life take me back 31 years to that same time in my life and to how different things are now, to how different things are in my life, to how differently I see things.   While Chris sees things through his lens at the beginning of ordained ministry, I see them through the lens of 31 years of experiences and also from the lens of almost, perhaps, being close to retirement.   

And so I see salvation in a very different way.  I understand salvation in two important ways.   The first is through the community of faith.   Through the years I have talked with several people about ordained ministry.  One of the things that I’ve told them that in order to be a leader of the church you have to love the church.   That is not always easy.   The church is imperfect.  So often we get contented when we should be moving into new areas.   Too often the church splits when it should be unified.  Too often the church gets distracted by unimportant things.   But today I love the church more than ever before in my life.  


Today an important part of my salvation is being part of the church – part of the church universal – the catholic church.  I love the church’s diversity.  I marvel at the power it has, most of which it has never used.  I marvel at the church’s struggle to understand the gift of Jesus and how to live out the command to love.  I love the church’s commitment to the needy of the world at the same time I marvel at how often the church can ignore the cries of the hungry.  Yes, I love the church universal.

And I love the community of faith, the congregation.  I find within the church the encouragement and acceptance and love that has made all the difference in my life and ministry.  I have to admit to you that without my relationship with you my life today would be very different.   You people strengthen my faith, forgive my mistakes, encourage my ministry and point out my gifts.  You people bring joy to my life and a smile to my face. 


I’ve belonged to other kinds of groups and they are different.  Church relationships are different because they are stronger, because they often last longer, because they go so much deeper in our lives.  Being part of a church is different than belonging anywhere else and being welcomed into a church is part of my salvation.  

The other thing on my list this morning is the whole business of meaning.   At this point in my life what I want more than anything else is to know that in some way my life has made a difference in the world.  My greatest fear is that my life can and went and the world went on unchanged.  I need to believe that my life has in some way touched other lives in a way that has made a difference.

What I find in Jesus is opportunities to make a difference.  What I find now in Jesus is the opportunity to mold and encourage faith.  What I find now in Jesus is the opportunity to help people work together to feed the hungry.  What I find now in Jesus is the opportunity to help people work together to shape the faith of others.  What I find now is the opportunity to help still other people discover and find a call to full time ministry.   

A couple of years ago my brother in law asked me what I enjoyed most about ministry.  My quick answer was that it is through ministry that I get to be with people in the most important moments of their lives; births, deaths, sickness, the birth of faith, questions of faith.  Through Jesus I’ve been given the privilege to be with people in the defining moments of their lives.  

The world may not know my name.  When I die there may not be any huge monument built to my memory.  But I believe that in Jesus I have found the opportunities to live my life in such a way that the world will be different.  Not in huge earth-shaking ways, but in ways that are real and in ways that will matter.  And that is salvation for me.  
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