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Scripture

Old Testament - Psalm 25:4-9

New Testament -  Philippians 2:1-11

Well, are you full or are you empty?

I mean your gas tank, of course.

It’s been a week of flashbacks, at least for those of us old enough to recall the gas crunch of the 1970s.  Darkened signs at the stations. Long lines at the pump when there is gas.  Even people sleeping overnight in cars to be there when the tanker finally comes in.  

The gas crunch of 2008 affected the entire city and, I’ll bet that each of us has some story to tell.  In my own case, I need to publicly thank the members of my family for their restraint.  I tend to run my tank down to the last gallon.    

My family reminds me, but I put all trust in the gas gauge that reads out how many miles I can go before I sputter to a stop.  To their credit this week, as the number on the dashboard readout got smaller and smaller and smaller, I didn’t hear one “I told you so.”  Grace abounds, on heaven and earth.

The gas crunch is serious business of course.  When non-profit agencies like Meals on Wheels  cannot deliver meals to shut-ins, it’s no laughing matter.  One more reminder, rather than debating its existence, that we need to accelerate our national efforts to find longer-term solutions to our energy crisis.

We Americans like to be full in all sorts of other ways, of course.  We like our houses full of stuff.  We like our cars fully loaded.  We like to supersize our meals.  We keep our schedules full to keep up with life’s demands … or so we can avoid spending quiet time with each other, with ourselves and even with our God.

If you’ve ever traveled to a second- or third-world country, you know how stark the contrast can be when we leave America and live in another culture, even for a short while. The portions of food are often smaller, but it tastes better.  The hours are richer. The personal interaction deeper.  Time for thought and prayer more available.

Some demographers say Americans are getting better about all of this.  More of us are driving smaller cars, living somewhat more simply, scheduling less.  But we have a long way to go.  Some of this is on our own initiative.  But the outcome of today’s financial and economic turmoil may make more of these changes less personal choice and more necessity.

*        *      *

If this move toward a simpler, more centered life calls to any of us, we cannot find a better place to start than the passage we read a moment ago from Paul’s letter to the Philippians.  

These verses, known as the Christ Hymn, form one of the earliest Christian expressions of  belief in who Jesus Christ was, how Christ lived and what God in Christ accomplished for humanity.  

Paul is writing from prison to the leaders of one of the churches he helped start.  He offers thanks for their relationship as well as his thoughts about what should define the life of the community of believers. It is one of the most poetic passages in all of scripture:

If then, there is any encouragement in Christ, any consolidation from love, any sharing in the Spirit, any compassion and sympathy, make my joy complete: be of the same mind, having the same love, being in full accord and of one mind.

Do nothing from selfish ambition of conceit, but in humility regard others as better than yourselves.  Let each of you look not to your own interests, but to the interests of others.  Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, who though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness.  And being found in human form, he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death – even death on a cross.









Philippians 12:1-8

The idea of humility echoes through that passage.  When we think of humility today, we might equate it to not bragging, not showing off … but the meaning of the word in Paul’s day was far broader.  To be humble was to avoid threatening another person’s rights, to stay within one’s status … even to put yourself a notch below your rightful status.  It was to claim neutrality in the competition of life.

Not only does that sound naïve in today’s world, it is anathema to so much of the world as we know it, isn’t it?  At work, the pattern is to stay focused on the next job up the ladder.  The assistant vice president at the bank wants to be vice president and then a senior vice president … maybe one day even an executive vice president.

If we own a Chevy, we want a Buick.  If we own a Kia, then maybe our next car will be a Toyota and then a Lexus and then maybe even a new Mercedes.  If we live in a bungalow or a ranch house, then maybe next we can by the two-story with a garage in that nicer neighborhood down the road.

So many Americans have become intoxicated by their interpretation of this American dream. Too many have lived beyond their means for too long. Now the bill is coming due and the experts say our children may be the first generation of Americans NOT to live better than their parents.

To stay within our rightful status … to be neutral in the competition of life … to look to the interests of others … to regard others as better than ourselves … all very nice notions, we might say to Paul, but it’s just not practical.

To use the word the Paul uses in Philippians, we have a lot of emptying of ourselves to do.  To empty ourselves of our presumption that we have a right to live better … even if it means others in our society must pay the cost.   To empty ourselves of the notion that the only way we can get ahead is by clawing over others.  To empty ourselves of our certainty that our way of doing or thinking is the only way.

The Greek for the word “conceit” which Paul uses to describe our worse tendencies means literally “empty splendor.”  That has a memorable, if not stinging quality to it, doesn’t it?

It’s not easy … emptying ourselves of our arrogance or even simply of our insistence on seeing things a certain way.  Even if we work very intentionally to walk in humility, we trip over the stumbling stone of our constrained perspective. This past week, in fact, in a church committee, I spoke up for something that I think is profoundly important, but I risked putting premature limitations on an initiative here at Caldwell that has attracted the interest of a number of our members.  And, as is so often the case, I didn’t hear how I sounded until after the fact. I’ve confessed this to those who were there and pledged to try to do better.

*       *      *

Two recent books underline how important it will become in the multi-cultural, multi-faith, pluralistic 21st Century for us to escape the empty splendor of our myopia.

Jim Wallis is the author of The Great Awakening: Reviving Faith & Politics in a Post- Religious Right America.  The book has drawn praise from a broad spectrum of political and religious leaders.  

Wallis calls himself a progressive evangelical Christian.  Not that long ago, that might have sounded to some like an oxymoron, but today the term represents an emerging group of social conservatives with a passion for social justice.  Of recent years, Wallis claims the religious right got it very wrong.  But, at the same time, he believes liberals have also missed the mark. 

He points to the opportunity for a revival in America, centered on social justice, with the potential to get beyond the political divide. Americans want a new kind of politics, he says. 

“Two of the great hungers of our world today,” he writes, “are the hunger for spirituality and the hunger for social justice.  The connection between the two is the one the world has been waiting for, especially for the new generation.  And the first hunger will empower the second.”

The new revival Wallis describes won’t happen, of course, unless we humble ourselves, unless we empty ourselves of our biases and suspicions.  

We need the same basis of humility in our faith, if we are to move beyond polite co-existence in a multi-faith world, according to former New York Times religion reporter Gustav Niebuhr.  

In his new book, Beyond Tolerance: Searching for Understanding in an Interfaith World, Niebuhr writes:

“Tolerance is often a low bar to clear.  It does not suggest people might learn about – and possibly from – one another.  Toleration serves as a basis for a cease-fire, but it does not offer a vision for what might follow.”

Such a vision of understanding beyond tolerance, Niebuhr says, calls us to “acknowledge the vitality of beliefs” of faiths that are different from ours, rather than what he calls their “lethal potential.” 

Both books, as does, much more importantly, The Bible, tell us that none of this is easy.  We are tribal creatures, whether we know or admit it or not.  We cling to what is comfortable and familiar. At the heart of the issue, in many cases, is fear … the fear of letting go.  

But here, amid the community of faith, is where we have the very best chance to overcome that fear, to empty ourselves of whatever it is that holds us back by putting our trust in God.  We worship, study and serve in the company of others who love us, even when we have our disagreements, as we strive together, as Paul wrote, to have the same mind, the same love and to be of one accord.

We do all these things in the name of the one who emptied himself, not just of his possessions and of his biases … but of his divinity … the one who, Tom Wright says, decided “to go all the way to the cross to reveal what it means to be divine. “ 

In humbling himself, Christ put himself in full solidarity with those who had been humiliated by the powers and principalities of his day.  God in Christ calls us to do the same in our day -- with the poor, the homeless, the powerless, the immigrant, the child.  

Doing so may not fill our houses and our lives up with the possessions and the riches of this world.  But, brothers and sisters, it can help empty us of those distractions, so that we may be filled with the grace of God. 

Amen
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