Paul Walker     CEC     11/2/08    All Saint’s Day    1John 3:1-3  “We Will Be Like Him”

     This All Saint’s Day I will preach on the powerfully encourage promise we read from St. John’s 1st Epistle. “Beloved we are God’s children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we will be like him for we shall see him as he is.”  The verse speaks to who we are now and who we will become when we join the rest of the saints who now “from their labor rest.”

      For those of us who have yet to rest, on the question of who we actually are and who we hope to become is a constant one. There is always pressure, especially in this culture to be better, do better, look better and act better. 

     The US News and World Report’s latest edition of “America’s Best Colleges” has come out and underscores my point. The headline article is called “The Art of Selling Yourself.” It informs students that they must “make the grade,” and “express themselves”. They must have a “chorus of fans” and persuasive recommendations from parents who “brag about their children.”

     Commenting on this article one insightful youth minister said that “colleges these days seem to be looking for the tough yet sensitive, academic yet athletic, musically virtuosic yet mathematically ingenious, popular – but not popular, thoughtful yet outgoing, all around good person type.” He concludes that in light of this demand for perfection “students often spend their latter years at school sucking in their gut while they are being examined on an auction block rather than genuinely pursuing learning and growth.”
     Sad but true. What’s also sad and also true is that the sucking in the gut and the auction block examination don’t stop at college admittance. Being judged on our appearance or accomplishment runs all through life. There are auction blocks everywhere that force us to appear better. (And I’m not just talking about Jennifer Aniston testifying that getting Botox was the “best thing she’s ever done in her life.” It must be true because I read it on the cover US Magazine in the grocery store line the other day.)

     The quest to be better or at least appear better than you actually are hits home in different ways for different people. It could be that you feel you aren’t a good enough mother because you don’t make homemade brownies; it could be you feel you aren’t good enough Christian because you just can’t forgive your neighbor. Wherever you feel lacking in “what you are now” to use the bible’s language is where you feel the pressure to suck in your gut and make the grade. 

     Ernest Hemingway, the brilliant and depressed writer who finally ended his own life, once described this pressure that in his case triggered his depression. He said he experienced, “that terrible mood of depression of whether it’s any good or not is what is known as the Artist’s Reward.”  Hemingway was referring to whatever his latest creative work was, but he could have been describing everyone’s reality. The pressure to produce in life, and then to be judged as “any good or not” is enough to wreak havoc in a life – or in his case, end a life.

     Where does this pressure to be better, look better, act better come from? In one sense it is a self-generated pressure; it comes from our own sinful nature. Because of the Fall, our hearts are wired to see life in terms of production followed inevitably by the awful judgment of that production. 

     Part of our sinful nature is the terrible human burden of wondering whether we’re any good or not. By rejecting the judgment-free life of the Garden of Eden, we have all reaped the Sinner’s Reward. So we spend our lives cultivating a “chorus of fans” to drown out any voices of condemnation.

     In another sense, though, the desire to be better is a good one. This is because before the Fall we were not just better, but perfect. God created us and called us “good.” The question of whether we are any good or not was answered and answered definitively. Yes, God created in His image and called us good. 

     A longing for perfection, then has its roots in God’s original design for us. To put a positive spin on it the pressure to be better is our desire to live a life that is pleasing to God. When we sin, our consciences are rightly guilty and we desire to be better. Our scripture for today speaks right to this desire to be better. John tells us that one day “we will be like him.” That means we won’t be “just better”, we’ll be perfect, along with all the saints who have gone before.  

     What do we do in the meantime, though? We’ll be perfect in the “then” but how about the “now”? The Bible speaks powerfully to that too. Listen again. “See what kind of love the Father has given to us, that we should be called children of God; and so we are.... Beloved we are God’s children now.” 

     Now. We are God’s children now.  Although the pressures of the world make you suck in your gut, and though your own hard-wired hearts trick you into believing that you have to earn your way to approval, God has changed everything by making you His child.

      I have 3 children. I am a sinful man who feels the same pressure and is prone to the same lies as you. Yet, the thought of my son feeling that he’s got to prove his worth to me makes me want to cry. If he ever believes that I love him because of his good behavior or funny wit, or because he gives me the snicker’s bars from his Halloween candy because he knows how much I like them, then I will have failed in the most important part of parenting.

     If my daughters feel like they’ve got to suck in their guts and make the grade for my approval, then I will have failed yet again. If they think that they are loved because they are beautiful or smart or talented, then they will have lives deeply cursed by the Sinner’s Reward: “am I any good or not.” And there is no end to the voices of condemnation in a world that judges your looks or merits. And there is no end to the attempt to marshal a “chorus of fans” for your support. That is a horrible life.

      Of course I long for my children to be loved as they are. Imperfectly, mind you, because I am sinful. But I love them because they are my children. They didn’t do anything to become my children. They are just my children. So I love them. I love them because they are my children. I love them when they fight with each other and bring home low grades and hoard their snickers bars. I love them when they do not show that they love me. I love them because they are my children.

     If I could experience that kind of love for my children as a sinful man, how much more does our Father love His children? “See what kind of love the Father has given us!” The presence of even a shadow of that kind of love in my fallen heart points to the kind of love that God has for His children. 

     And the amazing turn of events is that we are God’s children now. We weren’t always. Because of our grace rejecting hearts, we rejected the God of Grace. And we were “God’s enemies.” But because Jesus died for our sin, those who trust in His grace are now God’s children. See what kind of love the Father has for us! It is the kind of love that caused Him to give his only Son up to the cross that we too might be His sons and daughters

     And what does it mean to be God’s child? It is to know that know that the categories of “any good or not” no longer apply. You are loved because you are God’s son, God’s daughter. Isn’t this what you long for, what you need in the now of this gut-sucking and auction block world? Don’t you need to know that you are loved as you are because of who you are – God’s child?

     John Newton, the slaving trading writer of Amazing Grace once said something powerful about who we are now and who we will be then. “I am not what I ought to be; ah, how imperfect and deficient. I am not what I wish to be....I am not what I hope to be soon; soon I shall put off, with mortality, all sin and imperfection. Though I am not what I ought to be, nor what I wish to be, nor what I hope to be, I can truly say that I am not what I once as, a slave to sin and Satan...By the grace of God I am what I am.”

     Along with Newton, on this All Saints day, all who trust in Jesus will say, “By the grace of God I am what I am – a child of God.”

     Amen.

