ALLYOU NEED TO KNOW

Psalm 146
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Today your church recognizes you and the other graduates from high school and college.  We are very proud of your accomplishments, but we affirm something even more important and life-sustaining … you are each a precious child of God into whom the very Spirit of God has been placed by our Lord Jesus Christ.  Your baptism is the crowning mark of that and the Church wants to remind you of that Spirit today!
As you reach this milestone in your lives, I see you so full of fire and dreams and vision.  You are a lot like those first Christians on the day of Pentecost!  The Holy Spirit blew into their hearts and gave them thoughts and courage and insights they hadn’t had before.  Finally, Peter had to step up and explain to everyone what had happened.  Everything would be different now, he said.  Everything had been changed by the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Many people responded that day, others were confused.  When God’s Spirit comes like that, it shakes people up.  And, most people don’t like to be shaken up!

Well, the fire of the Spirit burns bright in each of you graduates.  Learn to feel it and trust it.  The true Spirit of God can always be measured by the life, words, actions, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.  The Spirit will never lead you to do anything contrary to Christ.
But that Spirit often will burn hot within you. That same Spirit inspired the Psalmist to write those words of praise to God in today’s lesson. When you realize that powerful folk are using their power to take advantage of the weak or marginalized, the Spirit will light a fire of justice and make you want to do something about it.   When you encounter someone who is suffering unjustly or carrying a load that is too great for them to bear, the Spirit will light a fire of compassion and make you want to help.  When you face the temptation to do something you know is wrong and harmful to yourself or others, the Spirit will light a fire of courage and help you turn away from wrong and take hold of the right.  When you face challenges and begin to think you might be overwhelmed by fear and anxiety, the Spirit will glow with peace and calm and help you realize that God is able to conquer all obstacles.
Now, I know other fires will burn within you, also.  You will feel great passion for many things … a person, a cause, a vocation, a calling.  These are all good things and I hope you embrace them all.  But remember to measure them all by the Spirit of Jesus.  If they lead you to ways and values and commitments that are contrary to Him, let them go or find other ways to embrace them.

On the day of Pentecost, the Holy Spirit took those 12 men from the seclusion of that house into the open street where all could hear and see!  Maybe that was one more way God was affirming that anything so good cannot be kept or guarded or possessed.  Usually, anything we try to keep for ourselves alone, will diminish and die. You’ve learned this on mission trips and other opportunities to serve others.
As followers of Jesus, we go even further.  Those disciples on Pentecost did not take to the streets with just any old message.  They did not go out to fool anyone or take advantage of anyone or try to feather their own nest.  No, they went out selflessly and fearlessly to give away GOOD NEWS, the Gospel.  In their giving, they sought to benefit others more than themselves.  Later, when their preaching and teaching would take them before hostile and powerful enemies, the Spirit would give them courage to offer Christ to the very folk who sought to silence them!

In other words, followers of Jesus have always found that true meaning in life lies in trying to make the world a better place for others.  Good things are meant to be shared.  Joy shared is always doubled.

This last point leads to another.  You see, if you go on and read beyond the 2nd chapter of Acts, you will find that it was not always easy to live and speak the good news of Jesus Christ.  Some folk were quite threatened by that good news and tried to stop those early believers, even kill them.  The first followers of Christ had to develop perseverance and trust that they were doing the right thing and that their faith would not be in vain.
Remember from U.S. History how our 16th President, Abraham Lincoln failed at so many things before he succeeded?  He ran for and lost public office numerous times before he became a Congressman, a Senator, and finally President.  What kept him trying and trying?  Why didn’t he give up?

Another famous person, with whom we associate the highest success in his sport is Michael Jordan.  He won championships and personal accolades in college and the professional ranks.  The teams that had him were among the best simply because of him!  Yet recently, Michael Jordan wrote that his success was a result of more than easy, God-given ability.  During his career, Michael Jordan missed over 9000 shots!  His team lost more than 300 games!  27 times he was trusted to take the game winning shot … and missed!   What kept him going in the face of such failure?

When you trust in the Spirit of God, you will find the strength to persevere.
As graduates, you are filled with such a clear vision of the way things ought to be!  I remember … it’s almost scary!  Your sensitivity to injustice, to hypocrisy, to lies, to manipulation is very keen.  That’s good – do your best to hold on to those sensitivities.  They are another side of the Spirit of God within you.  They will inspire you to great things.  When the Spirit fires up within you like that you will seek the truth, you will expose corruption, you will stand up for the powerless, you will stand up to the powerful.  But, as before, realize that following the Spirit of God may carry a price.  Don’t be afraid to pay that price.  You’ll sleep a lot better at night!

You see, the bottom line is (as another famous American said) the content of our character.  What we are out before the world is a direct product of what we are behind closed doors, in the dark, in the deepest recesses of our hearts.  That is where the Spirit does its best work.  Let it work on you there, and everything else will fall into place as it should.

God bless you, graduates.  We are proud of you!  We are proud of who you are becoming in Christ.  Your Church stands for you with our prayers, our hearts, our hopes and our dreams for God’s way and God’s day.   
  AMEN

