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What do we need, you and I, to be spiritually healthy and to remain spiritually healthy in a time such as this?  In a world which uses violence, whether explosive weapons or bullying words, in a greedy grab to control, to be powerful, to win no matter the human beings who are squashed as the victor claims the prize; in a world shaken by terrible economic crisis, that crisis prompted not just by the few whose greed is glaringly obvious, but also by a systemic social ethic driven by money, the “good life” all about money, security all about money, power, status, happiness  all about money, the worth of a human being gauged by the worth of his or her financial holdings; in a world such as this in which, besides the crises involving violence and finances, each of us also has to contend daily with our own personal crises and problems; in a time such as this, what do you and I need to be and to remain spiritually healthy?


Well, one thing we need is shalom, that peace which passes all understanding.  To live compulsively anxious, all that does is rattle our brains, so that we wind up saying things and doing things we’d never say or do if we were in our right minds, if we were calm.  But whence comes that calm we need for spiritual health?


It comes by remembering the much, much bigger picture, a remembering which happens as we listen to the voices of the ancient storytellers, who tell us the story over and over again, calmly, steadily, patiently telling the story till again and yet again we remember that this story is ours to live, the steady old story which bears the blessed gift of shalom.


“”The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…my help comes from the Lord, who made heaven and earth…those who wait for the Lord shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles, they shall run and not be weary, they shall walk and not faint…God is our refuge and strength…though the earth should change, though the mountains shake in the heart of the sea…”, though our economy is a cacophony of crashing cries, though people cry violence at each other, though we cry midst personal problems, “Lo, I am with you always…my peace I give unto you…let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid.”  At a time such as this, we need that big picture shalom, in order to be spiritually healthy, trusting God.  But that blessed shalom is not all we need for spiritual health.  We need also to be moving forward, growing spiritually.  Right now, our faith could fall hapless prey to what’s ravishing our world, to leave us stuck in the mire of anxiety, surely a detriment to spiritual health.

So, at a time such as this, though we need the shalom passages of the Bible, we need also other Bible passages which can energize us to think, to grow spiritually and be spiritually healthy.  We need, for example, the first chapter of the Bible, that poetic description of the beginning of the beginning, because within that passage there’s an outrageously astonishing statement which we much need to think about today.  At a time like this, this particular statement is one we need to hear perhaps more clearly than we’ve ever heard it before.


Here’s the statement:  “God created humankind in God’s image.”  Think what that says about the big picture God, the huge montage of diversity God must be if all of us are created in God’s image.  But think especially what this utterly inclusive statement says about us, no exceptions, all people created in God’s image.  Thinking about that can change our perception of who we see in the face of any human being, and we certainly need that perspective now, when our own anxiety could prompt us to see only something to despise in certain people, to treat them as if they weren’t of amazing worth, to say and do things we wouldn’t say or do if we were in our right minds.  “God created humankind in God’s image:”  that statement could prompt a seeing we much need today, to see the amazing worth of every human being, a seeing that’s indicative of spiritual health and which might lead us to treat each other a whole lot better.

And thinking about this statement might also change the perception of who we see when we look in the mirror, to see someone of amazing worth, someone dearly loved by God.  That seeing also is a sign of spiritual health, which might lead us to treat ourselves a whole lot better.

This morning’s Bible passage, it too contains an outrageously astonishing statement to think about, a thinking much needed right now.  In the midst of everything that’s going on, how easily our own anxiety could lead us to swallow the lure of fear and hatred, to forget that our living is to be all about love.  At no time has there been a greater need for us to think about this statement:  “God is love, and those who abide in love abide in God, and God abides in them.”  Think about it, that when we love, not only are we living in the image of God, who is love, we are living inside God.  When we are in love, be it the delight of eros or the warmth of friendship or that love which stretches us to care about our enemies, when we are in love we are in God, and God is in us.  That wondrous intimacy, we inside God’s love, God’s love inside us – doesn’t it just take your breath away, that this is the way we are were created to live, inside something much bigger than we, and with something much bigger than our own thoughts and feelings living inside us?

But there’s more to think about.  Think about that word “those” – those who abide - it suggests that some don’t.  Apparently, God has created us free to choose, to live in love or not.  So, what happens when we don’t; does God stop loving us?  No; outrageously astonishing as it might sound to us, since we human beings do sometimes withhold love from each other, God never does.  We were born and live our whole lives needing God’s love and God never withholds it; withholding love, that just isn’t God’s way.

A couple of weeks ago I told you about one of the characters in the book titled The Shack.  This particular character represents one of the persons of the divine Trinity, the Father, though in this book that person of the Trinity is portrayed as a very loving, motherly, comfort-food-cooking black woman, called “Papa.”  Listen to something she says to Mack, the man who discovers her at the shack; listen to what she says about herself, her love and us.

“Most birds were created to fly.  Being grounded for them is a limitation within their ability to fly…you, on the other hand, were created to be loved.  So for you to live as if you were unloved is a limitation…Living unloved is like clipping a bird’s wings and removing its ability to fly.  Not something I want for you…I’m not like you, Mack…I am God.  I am who I am.  And unlike you, my wings can’t be clipped.”

See, God loves us no matter what, because she made us to be loved, knows that her love is what we need, and her wings of love can’t be clipped.  But when we aren’t abiding in love, the intimacy we were born to live is indeed disrupted, and that disruption not only effects us, but also the world we live in.  When our living isn’t all about love, but motivated by something lesser, our behavior inevitably will cause suffering, and, right now, more suffering surely isn’t what the world needs us to bring.

And here’s something else to think about.  This Bible passage and others contain an urgency directed to those who want to live the Jesus Way, in a way of living that’s all about love.  It’s an urgency to get with the program, don’t put it off till tomorrow, live the all-about-love life this very minute.  Why the urgency?  Well, in the midst of what’s going on in our world today, one reason for the urgency is obvious.  The world has never more desperately needed an alternative to the ways of violence and greed, has never more desperately needed us to fulfill our calling, to show forth the power of love.

But there’s another reason for that urgency, too, an urgency present whether the times are bad or good.  It’s because you and I are called to do a lot of loving, but there’s so little time to do it, because life is short.

Listen to the benediction which my friend the Rev. Lee Bowman didn’t compose, but which she uses every Sunday.  “My friends, life is short and there is little time to gladden the hearts of those who go the journey with us.  So be quick to love and make haste to be kind.  And may the blessing of God almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit be with you and those whom you love this day and forever.”  (Henri F. Amiel)

A few weeks ago, when I shared that benediction with the Wednesday group, somebody said, “I like it, except for the part, ‘life is short.’”  We agreed; none of us likes to think about that.  Yet if we don’t face the facts, we’ll likely put off till tomorrow some loving that needs doing, and tomorrow might be too late.

Living in God’s image, living as disciples of Jesus Christ, it’s all about love.  And so, this day, may we receive the shalom we need for spiritual health in a time such as this, and may we receive also the energy we need to move forward, to grow in love and stay spiritually healthy.  May we abide in God’s love, and may the urgency to love fill us up, fill everything we think and say and do, because “My friends, life is short and there is little time to gladden the hearts of those who go the journey with us.  So be quick to love and make haste to be kind.  And may the blessing of God almighty, Father, Son and Holy Spirit be with you and those whom you love this day and forever.”
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