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A funny thing happened on the way to write this sermon.  As you may or may not know I lead a Sunday School class that looks ahead to the lectionary scriptures for the week to come.  I hope it’s helpful or at least interesting for them to get a preview of the scriptures that will be used the following week.  Lots and lots of times they have given me ideas and insights that came out in the sermon.  I think it’s a pretty good deal for which I am grateful even though I don’t always give them credit.  

So, two weeks ago we were looking at the scriptures for this Sunday which include this scripture in Ephesians.  I have conflicted feelings about Ephesians.  Ephesians is one of my favorite New Testament books.  There are many passages that I have stored away in my heart and mind.  There are many passages here that are touchstones for me reminding me of the centrality of God’s love and the calling that we have to share God’s love with each other and with the world.   Yes, I love the book of Ephesians.  


At the same time I realize that at least some of the theology in the book of Ephesians is at odds with what Paul wrote elsewhere.  It seems unlikely that Paul wrote it.  It seems most likely that it was written by someone who wanted to copy Paul’s style if not his beliefs.  


I have decided that it doesn’t make a lot of difference who wrote Ephesians.  It is for me one of those important places where God still speaks to me.  It is one of those places where as I read old, old words that I have a new experience of God’s presence.   That makes Ephesians good enough for me.


The passage that we were studying in Sunday School is in the first chapter in which Paul prays for the church in Ephesus.   It’s a pretty neat prayer in which Paul prays that his readers will be given wisdom so that they may better understand the hope that Christians share as well as the greatness of all that we have been given in the here and now.  It’s a pretty good prayer that I would be glad for Paul to be praying for me right now.   

It was at this point that I turned to the class and asked them what we should be praying for about Murray Hills ChristianChurch in the 21st century.  I think it’s a fair question.  Paul was asking God for what he thought the Ephesians most needed in their time and place.  We are in a different time and place.   What should we be praying for – for this church, here and now?  


As I asked that question I had a bunch of possible answers swirling around in my head, none of which prepared me for the answer 
that I got.  The room got quiet as they thought and then someone who shall remain nameless offered that the one thing that she would pray for would be “rest.”   The other class members climbed on that band wagon.  They all agreed that the thing they most wanted was a time of rest when this church could catch its breath.   


I understood where they were coming from.  The class I lead is largely made up of people with children still at home – and they are busy.  They are far busier than I was at that point in my life.  They go here and there and do this and do that at a rate that I find exhausting to watch, let alone to live.  And we are almost to the end of the school year which is almost universally understood to be a time of exhaustion.   Who could blame these parents if they’d like to spend the next week sitting in a lawn chair watching the ocean?

And of course there is the matter of this church’s life.  We tend to go at it pretty hard.   A quick look at the church calendar posted on the wall downstairs demonstrates beyond question that we have lots and lots of activities going on around here, almost all the time.  Study groups, prayer groups, working committees, outreach projects.   We have a lot going on and who could blame anyone involved even slightly in the life of this church for being at least a little worn out?  


What did surprise me about this conversation is that at that point I was feeling pretty worn out, but I thought it was just me.   I was feeling like a dried out old sponge sitting in the kitchen window with just no energy at all for what you pay me to do.  I was surprised and glad to find that I wasn’t alone.   


Which leads me to offer you this idea.  If we’re tired, let’s rest.  Already plans are being made for our fall and winter.   The all-church camp out will be held on Labor Day Weekend.  That’s a big deal.  That will be followed by the resumption of our Wednesday night schedule.   This morning, during the Sunday School hour several of our staff got together to talk about the adult classes and groups that will be offered come fall.   Don’t forget that we’re going to be participating in the free medical and dental clinic on October 10.   The first Sunday in October we’re going to be celebrating the 200th anniversary of one of our denomination’s founding documents, “The Declaration and Address” by Thomas Campbell.   Also in October we’ll have our annual stewardship emphasis.   Our annual Mission Fair will be the end of September.  Advent starts the last Sunday in November.   On and on the list goes.  We’ve got a lot of important stuff planned for the fall.  Let’s get our rest now, while the church schedule is a little lighter.

All of my life I have watched with awe as really good people did church “stuff” until they were exhausted.   And I have watched as the church applauded those people, thanking them for their tireless efforts.   And I suppose that is how things will always be.  But you understand that isn’t how God wants us to live our lives.  God’s dream isn’t that you and I will spend our lives rushing around from activity to activity, even doing things in the service of God.   God’s dream for us is a life of balance.  God’s dream for us is a life of rhythm that is filled with meaningful activities but which also has time for Sabbath – or rest.  God’s dream for us isn’t exhaustion but a balance between work and rest.  

And so I celebrate that our regular Wednesday night programming is over until September.   That’s why I can celebrate that already a bunch of our groups and committees are cancelling their summer meetings.  That’s why I can celebrate that I’ve planned some Sundays to be gone from the pulpit.  If we need to rest, let’s rest.  


But that’s not all I need to say to tired people.   I’ve told you before that have identified what I call “Christian fatigue syndrome” in which Christian people run around chronically exhausted by their service of God.   You know you have Church Fatigue Syndrome if you would rather walk around the outside of the building rather than walk through the children’s wing and be seen by someone as available for duty.  You know you have CFS if the church’s Senior Minister sees you more than your own family.   You know you have CFS if you’d like to work in the nursery just to miss the sermon.   You know you have Fatigue Syndrome if you actually offer the excuse, “my goldfish bit me” in order to get of attending a meeting.  Another of the symptoms is dreaming about dropping out of church so that someone else can do all the work.   One of the symptoms of this syndrome is that Christian people work out of a sense of duty and don’t find joy in what they do.   


The truth is that the work of the church can swallow you alive.  There is no end of what can be done in the name of Christ, what we believe “should” be done in the name of Christ.  But, we don’t have to do it all.  God’s dream is for us to do the things for which we have the gifts and abilities and passions.   Being part of the church isn’t supposed to be like a life term on a chain gang – it’s supposed to be seen as opportunity.  It’s supposed to be something in which we find joy.   And when that doesn’t happen – that’s Christian Fatigue Syndrome.


And when we are struck by that ailment, we need to go to the places and do the things that feed our souls.   When we are struck by CFS we need to pull back and give extra emphasis to doing the things that give us energy.   


Okay the weather is finally getting good and I’m back on my bicycle regularly.   On the one hand it’s a bizarre thing to do.  I have ridden thousands of miles in Washington County.  Lots of the time I ride where I ridden many times before.  But there is something about being out in the sunshine, away from a phone or computer, away from conversation that feeds my soul.  I have spent lots of time on my bike in prayer.  I’ve spent lots of time mulling things over.  I’ve spent lots of time writing sermons.   The truth is that riding my bike feeds my soul and brings me refreshment.  

Other things that feed my soul include reading a good book, meeting with my Spiritual Formation Group, making visits on our shut ins, spending time with Joan, driving on an open road and spending time in silence.  It feeds my soul to worship with you.   I think that I’m pretty lucky.  I can list the things that feed my soul and rest my spirit and I can find time for them – some times.   How about you?   Do you know yourself well enough to know where your spirit can be re-energized and renewed?   Are you spending enough time taking care of yourself?   


But even that doesn’t cover what I want to say.   You see my sense is that you and I live a lot of our lives with our feet planted firmly planted on the ground, our nose to the grindstone and our shoulder to the wheel, and we don’t spend a lot of time looking up or looking ahead.   My sense is that we are an intensely practical people who don’t spend a lot of time dreaming, and my prayer for you is that we might be a little different.  My prayer for us is that as we slow down a little bit and feed our souls and we think about our future and the dreams that God has for us.  


In this slower time my prayer for us is that we remember that God’s kingdom has come, but it needs our participation to come in all its fullness.  My prayer for us is we remember that God is present in the world and always active always expanding the circle of love.   My prayer for us is that we have eyes that can see what God is calling us to be and that we offer ourselves to the dreams of God.   My prayer is that we allow the dreams of God to empower us and lead us.   My prayer is that we dream the kind of dreams in which the entire world be touched by the love that God has given us to share.  My prayer is that we dream.


Often times I sit in my office and look out those windows at the houses to our south and I wonder if those people have any sense how much God loves them.  And then I wonder how we can get the message to them, how we can get their attention.  I don’t know how.  I pray for God’s dreams.


I realize that the economy in Oregon is bad and that there are lots of people out of their jobs.   I realize that homelessness is on the rise and that there are more and more hungry people in our midst, especially in the summer.   I don’t know how we can do more than we’re doing.   I pray for the dreams of God.


I realize that there are more and more people in our midst and in our community who live in chronic pain.   I realize that there are more and more people struggling with diseases such as Parkinson’s or Alzheimer’s.  I realize that there are more and more people who have been forced to become care-givers for loved ones.  I wonder how we might help.  I pray for the dreams of God.

I pray that we will be so captivated to the dreams of God that the love of God will touch more and more people and that the world will be more filled with faith and justice and hope.  My hope is that as we slow down a little, that we’ll take the time to think about our life together and how God might want to shape and use.  My prayer is that in the quiet of a summer evening as you’re resting you’ll dream about our future.   We may be almost done with the school year but God isn’t done with us and our world still needs us.  
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