The Work of Discipleship- Maintaining Focus
Pentecost 18/Lectionary 26
1 Timothy 6:6-19, Luke 16:19-31

Sept. 26th, 2010
Dear friends in Christ,


(Bring Basketball as a Visual Aid)  I have always been tall, even as a kid.  My mother will tell you that I was the tallest kid in my kindergarten class, and that this continued right up through high school.  People often ask how tall I am, and for the record, I’m 6’5 3/4” inches.  I’m almost certain I’m the tallest Lutheran pastor in all of Utah.  What an accomplishment!  That sounds impressive, but there’s only about 15 of us, so I guess I can’t brag too much about that.

As a kid I started playing basketball in the third grade.  There was a YMCA church league, and it was a lot of fun.  There’s no question about it, being tall was an advantage.

Well, as I got older, I began to practice, both in our own driveway and across the street at a friend’s.  Our driveway was on quite a hill, but my friend’s driveway was flat, so we liked to go over there.  On that driveway, we drew a free throw line, fifteen feet from the basket.  I remember practicing my free throws.  I also remember my friend’s dad telling me to focus on the front of the rim.  Drop it right over the front.  Don’t look anyplace else.  Don’t think any other thoughts.  Right over the front, that’s the focus.  And then he’d try and distract me.  He’s make funny noises.  He’d make sudden movements.  He even went so far as pushing me in the ribs.  And through it all I’d try and focus.  Don’t let anything distract me.  Right over the front of the rim.


Well, I became a pretty good free throw shooter.  To this day, on the rare occasion that I actually shoot a free throw, I focus on the front of the rim.  That’s how all the great players do it, keeping their focus on the rim in the midst of thousands of screaming fans waving all kinds of things to distract them.


This fall we’re talking about the work we are called to do as disciples.  We’ve already talked about restoring the lost and managing our gifts.  Today I want to talk about maintaining focus.  As followers of Jesus, we need to be constantly reminded that our focus needs to be on God and on serving one another.

There are lots of distractions in the world, lots of things to take our focus away from God.  There are probably more distractions now than ever before.  One very serious and deadly concern is distractive driving, people talking on cell phones and responding to text messages, rather than focusing on the responsibility of driving.  Smart phones, computers, internet, cable and satellite TV, Kindle, IPhones, Facebook, Youtube- all that kind of stuff can be a good thing and serve a good purpose.  But they can also be a big distraction.  More and more people are finding it almost impossible to unplug, even for a short time, and listen to God.

Paul was writing to his young friend and co-worker in the gospel, Timothy,  and warning him against the distractions of his day.  He speaks about money, and the desire to always want more.  There’s nothing new about that.  The drive for riches continues to be something that can distract us from God and the eternal values that really matter.


So Paul tells Timothy, be rich towards God.  That is to be our focus.  God.  God’s values.  That’s the front of the rim we need to focus on for a life of godliness and contentment.


This is quite different from what we continue to see in American culture, even in a recession.  Every year Forbes magazine publishes a list of the richest people in the world, and we’re all curious about that.  We have a fascination with the rich; the athletes, the movie stars, Oprah, and the business men and women that seem to have it all.  Many people play lotteries and other games in hopes that maybe they can be rich, too.


But, quite frankly, neither Jesus or Paul have much positive to say about the rich.  

It’s never money itself that is criticized, but it is what is done with the money.  Money isn’t bad, our churches need people that are successful and can share their resources in offerings so the church can do ministry.  That was last week’s lesson, the call to be shrewd managers of the blessings we have received.  But so often, riches lead down another path, a path away from God.  Riches replace God.  
The Apostle Paul was once among the rich.  He was a Jewish Pharisee, a member of the ruling religious class.  He came from a prominent Pharisee family.  He had money and power.  But then he met Jesus.  His life changed.  He gave up what he had, to go on the road and be a missionary for Christ.  From this experience he writes the following, “Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; for we brought nothing into the world, so that we can take nothing out of it.…But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction.  For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains.”  Wow!  Does that hit in on the head, or not?  How many people do you know or have you heard about who wander away from the faith in the desire to be rich in the world?  How many have fallen into ruin and destruction?  How many innocent people have been hurt as a result?  How many have been lured into making the world’s riches their top priority?  


In the gospel lesson Jesus tells a sad story of what happens to those who care only for themselves.  In this story a rich man is said to feast sumptuously every day.  He had it all, except for one very important thing- a home with God.  His riches could not provide that, so when he died, he went to hell, forever separated from those who lived quite differently.  Being rich in the world may look like an important priority, but it’s not, according to Jesus and Paul.


What is important is being rich toward God.  You don’t need money for that.  I’ve been to Tanzania in East Africa three times.  It’s a great experience and one  I never imagined I would do.  The average family in Tanzania earns $300/year.  It’s subsistence living, just enough to survive.  A typical middle class American family earns that in two days.  And yet Tanzanian Christians have a richness towards God that is much wealthier than most Americans.  Richness towards God has nothing to do with money.  It’s about faith, it’s about prayer, it’s about worship, it’s about godliness,  it’s about keeping God at the center of what we do.  That’s the kind of richness that lasts.  That’s the kind of richness that provides strength and comfort during hard times.  That’s the kind of richness that transforms death to eternal life with God.  

In the parable, the rich man pleads with Abraham to allow Lazarus to go and tell his brothers about the importance of caring for the poor in life.  He doesn’t want them to make the same mistake he did.  But what does Abraham say?  They already have Moses and the prophets.  They have the Word of God.  That’s all they need, and it’s already been provided.    That has to be their focus.  And that’s true also for us.  We already have all we need, if we focus on being rich towards God.  

The second key focus is also found in these lessons.  To put it simply, it is to do good for others.  It is to see the human need around us, share what we have, be generous with our resources, and in some small way make life better for someone else.


In the story Jesus tells, a poor man, Lazarus, full of hunger and sores, lays at the gate of the rich man.  Lazarus would be satisfied with the crumbs from the rich man’s table, but not even these would come. The rich man ignores Lazarus.  The rich man lived in a fantasy world.  He thought the world was structured in such a way that the rich deserved what they have with no responsibility to the poor, because they earned their possessions.  The poor likewise deserve what they have. 


It is only after death that the rich man sees how wrong he was.  Lazarus is in heaven, having found favor in God’s eyes.  There is this great Biblical reversal, the last becoming first; the least becoming the greatest.  The rich man is in hell, paying forever for his self-indulgent and callous behavior.  If only he had not been so selfish.  If only he had seen Lazarus and seen that he did have a responsibility to help.  Things might have been different.  But it was too late for that rich man.


Paul writes of this second focus this way, in the very last verse of the lesson “…do good, be rich in good works, generous, and ready to share, thus storing up for yourselves the treasure of a good foundation for the future, so that you may take hold of the life that really is life.”  Isn’t that an interesting phrase.  “Take hold of the life, that really is life.” (1 Tim. 6:19) There are life imposters.  There are temptations in life, that really are not life.  There are misplaced priorities, that do not lead to life.  They may look like life, but they are not life.  Paul says, take hold of life, that really is life.  The only way you can do that  is by first being rich towards God, and secondly, being rich towards others.  
Sadly, most of us fall far short in our concern for others.  Unless it happens right in front of us, like the fire in Herriman, for example, we quickly put it out of our mind.  But today we are called to see the suffering ones around us, and reach out with compassion.  It is in this giving of ourselves to our families, to our friends, to the hurting ones we don’t even know, that we are living as God intended.  I’m so glad to see we have an active social ministries committee in this congregation, for that’s what they seek to do.  I’m sure they’d welcome more members, as they seek to find new ways to help others.  And I’m so glad we are part of a synod and denomination that does this as well.  10% of every offering we give, goes outside the congregation to help others.   It is in this selfless giving, that we take hold of life, that really is life.


Focus.  It’s so important in life.  If we don’t focus, we won’t make the free throw, or accomplish other goals.  There are so many distractions.  There are so many things that can take us away from God.  So, with God’s help, let us work to maintain our focus.  By God’s grace, let us be rich towards God.  God made us, God loves us, God forgives us.  Keep God number one.  And second, let us be rich towards others.  Be generous, be ready to share, do good, give.  With these things as your focus, and with God’s help, you can be confident that , when it’s all said and done, you will have lived a life, that really is life. Amen                     
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