A PLACE TO STAND
Psalm 27,  Colossians 2:6-10

7-25-10
Last time I checked, the earth was still moving under our feet.  
The stock market is as unreliable as the St. Louis Cardinal bullpen – one day it looks great, the next day nothing good comes from it!  
LeBron James has left Cleveland to pursue championship dreams in Miami. They say he’s already bought a modest little house on the water for $43,000,000.  Apparently the housing market is hiding down there, too.  It sure has not come back to Charlotte!  
Some new guy with a name we can’t pronounce won the British Open while Tiger flounders under the weight of all his issues.   A bunch of other people with strange names are now in charge of our financial institutions, many of which are changing names themselves … let’s not get all the finance people started!  

The oil spill in the Gulf is still very much unresolved as are several wars still raging in various parts of the globe.   
We are still pouring outrageous amounts of fossil fuel emissions into the atmosphere while we deforest the earth at unprecedented rates.

And all the while, the poorest 2/3 of the humans on planet earth do not know for sure what or if they will eat tomorrow as they rummage through garbage heaps to make a living.

Volatility.   Uncertainty.  No sure thing.  Wait and see.  Who knows?

These words and phrases are the prevailing wisdom of the day!  

Is that all you’ve got?         Is that all we’ve got?   We need a place to stand!
When Adam and Eve so desperately needed to find some solid ground in the Garden after they ate the forbidden fruit – they, instead, tried to hide from God.  That never works.

When all the earth clamored to be like God they left the solid ground of trust in the Lord to build a tower of Babel as high as the heavens.  God realized we had become too big for our britches so God scattered us upon the face of the earth with different languages and customs and cultures.  That tower deal did not work out so good, either!

Once again, at the very foot of the mountain of the Lord, the Israelites grew impatient waiting for Moses.  So, they pressed Aaron to build a golden calf so they could have something tangible to worship.  They traded the solid ground of truth and trust and faith in God for the false certainty of a shiny graven image.  We know how much that pleased God!

Time and again, when we traded the firm foundation of faith in the Lord for some other way, we met disaster.  Time and again the great prophets called us back!
“The Lord is jealous,” proclaimed Elijah. “He does not negotiate with Baal!”

“Your holidays and religious festivals make me sick,” pronounced Amos.  “Let righteousness flow like an ever-flowing stream!”

“Your sacrifices are empty,” observed Micah.  “Do justice, love mercy, walk humbly with your God.”

“You are like a basket of rotting fruit or the shards of a broken pot,” cried Jeremiah.  “You have broken the covenant and squandered God’s Word!”

And yet …  somehow … someway God’s patience does not run out completely.  Time and again the Lord’s reserve of love and care and forgiveness and hope bring us back to solid ground and firm place to stand.

To Israel returning from exile, God would say in Isaiah 40, Speak tenderly to Jerusalem, and cry to her that she has served her term, that her penalty is paid … in the wilderness prepare the way of the Lord, make straight in the desert a highway for our God.  Every valley shall be lifted up and every mountain and hill be made low; the uneven ground shall become level, and the rough places a plain.  Then the glory of the Lord shall be revealed, and all people shall see it together.
And even before this grand homecoming, this great restoration, this hope-filled renewal of faith and promise … God was at work in the midst of the people.

50 years earlier, as King Nebachadnezzar and his mighty Babylonian army laid siege to Jerusalem, the prophet Jeremiah was still listening to the word of the Lord.  At a time when fear and death and heartache and uncertainty were making the spiritual ground shake beneath the feet of God’s people, Jeremiah was led to do something crazy.     He bought a field.
The land he bought was already in the hands of the enemy.  But he had the deed properly prepared, notarized and put safely away.  And he let it be known why he did this crazy thing … 32:15  Thus says the Lord of hosts: houses and fields and vineyards shall again be bought in this land.
We follow a God of possibility and hope and deliverance!  We follow a God of firm foundations and solid places on which to stand!

Ultimately, of course, we look to Jesus – the pioneer and perfecter of our faith – to show us the way.

Jesus healed and taught and preached among a people burdened under the weight of Roman occupation.  When Jesus taught to turn the other cheek, carry the load the second mile and offer the coat as well as the outer cloak, these were all creative responses to oppression and injustice.
Jesus says, “Trust me … follow in my steps … speak my Word … live after my example.  And you will be as the wise man who built his house on the rock.  And the storms and wind and rain and flood could not wash it away!”

So, 550 years ago, Martin Luther was brought before his inquisitors to give account of his teaching, his faith, his belief.  “I trust in the salvation of God that comes through faith alone in Jesus Christ our Lord.  Here I stand.”

When we allow ourselves to trust Jesus, when we allow ourselves to be known by him and when we seek to know him and be in relationship with him … when we stand on that solid ground we are transformed and we become agents of transformation.

I share a brief story from our recent youth mission trip with A.S.P.  Not even Clonnie Lambert has heard this one!

I had the privilege of serving on a team with Ben Wilson, Luke Robinson, Meghan Carpenter, Spencer Davidson and Marissa Reece.  Our job was to put a new tin roof on a trailer.  Much of what little shade we had at the beginning of the week we had to cut away to allow room to place and secure the tin sheets.  By 11:00 each morning that roof was really heating up!  The sharp edges of the tin sheets made the work that much slower and difficult.  I’m lucky my shoes were the only thing I ruined wrestling with that tin!
Well, our team persevered and we essentially finished by Thursday afternoon.  Now here’s the thing … Ben had noticed a pool at the little Best Western motel we passed each day on the way to and from our work site.  He had spoken to the manager on the qt to inquire if our team might enjoy a couple of hours of pool time Friday afternoon as a reward for the particularly hot, tiring work we had done.  Ben was even prepared to pay for a room to insure that this plan would happen.

We kept this on the down low from our team until after lunch Friday.  We had said our good-byes to our homeowner and prayed God’s blessing on his home (and our work!).  We had cleaned up the worksite and were ready to go.  Ben then simply asked our team if they might like to go cool off with some pool time for a bit.
Without much hesitation and with all sincerity, Luke Robinson spoke up.  “Thanks, but we came here to work.  Let’s go see how we can help Tim’s team or Mitch’s team finish their jobs.”   So our team, hot and tired from our own job, went and helped pour a concrete slab for some new porch steps that Mitch and Linda’s team had built and cover the leaky roof over the new floor that Tim and Tim’s team had put in.  

Ben and I just shook our heads and grinned.  
At that moment, the ground sure felt mighty solid under our feet.
