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Amos 8:1-12, Psalm 52, Colossians 1:15-28, Luke 10:38-42

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


John B Jamison tells this story about two painters.  Each of our two artists was extremely talented and each had his own audience of followers.  As we might expect, and maybe even experienced, it is difficult for two people to be seen as the best at anything.  So eventually, the decision was made to host a competition to determine which of the two was truly the best.  A panel of experts was selected who would serve as the judges.  Once and for all, the question of “best” would be put to rest.


On the day of the judging, so many people had come to watch that it was decided to hold the contest outdoors.  Because of the sun and wind, and perhaps to raise the suspense just a bit, both paintings were to be covered with draperies until each was revealed and judged, one at a time.


The drapery was removed from the first painting.  The judges and the audience gasped as they looked at the image that appeared on the canvas.  It was a still life of flowers and fruit.  And it looked so real.  The colors and the shading were so authentic.  In fact, after a few moments, some birds even flew down from the trees and tried to pick the grapes that were painted on the canvas.  The crowd cheered as the artist smiled and nodded to the judges who were clearly shaken.  All were overcome by the obvious talent of this artist.  There was even some discussion as to whether it was necessary to look at the second painting.  But it was decided that they did have to be fair.  Even if it was a waste of time.


The drapery was removed from the second painting.  Or at least a judge tried to remove the drapery from the second painting.  But as he looked closer, he found that he could not remove the drapery.  For the drapery covering the second painting was, in actual fact, the painting itself.  As the judges and the audience began to realize what was happening, they grew silent.  Then a cheer erupted that echoes through the courtyard.  The best artist was selected.  One painting had looked real enough to fool birds, while the second was so real it had fooled everyone.


Sometimes we all have trouble picking out the real from the unreal.  The true from the untrue, or only partially true.   We can see that when we watch the same story on several different news channels.  Some channels claim to be bias-free, presenting events “just as they happen” but when we listen to the same story on two different channels, they are often different.  Which is real? Which is truth?  How do we know?

The internet is another world where we can have problems finding truth.   For the world wide net has created a culture in which everyone is an expert; and anyone can publish their thoughts, beliefs and opinions, with the same level of apparent credibility as anyone else.  How do we sort through all of those words and identify what is real?  How do we find the truth in the mix of untruths, partial truths and just plain nonsense?


Don’t misunderstand, I’m not bashing television or the internet.  The problem of discovering what is real, what is the truth is not new.  The people of Colossae to whom Paul is writing in today’s epistle to the Colossians, had exactly the same problem 2,000 years ago.  Obviously there was no television or internet, but the truth was no easier to find just the same.  Every street corner had another temple and a street-corner preacher announcing his reality and the one sure way to truth.  Let me give you some examples of the  various religious beliefs that were prevalent at that time. 

There was the worship of the bull.   The person would pay their money, take some incense, burn it before the statue of the bull,  and find the answers that he or she sought.  People who worshipped the bull said that their religion came from ancient Babylon and had been around since before the time of Abraham.  They claimed that anything that old had to be true.


Then there were the Greek temples.  People were invited to burn incense and then have sexual relations with the temple prostitutes to guarantee the fertility of the flocks and fields.  People knew it was true, because it was written in the story of the goddess Isis, and everyone knew the truth of that story.


Then there were worshippers of Dagon who called for child sacrifice.  They claimed that if you presented one of your children to be offered to the god of thunder that showed serious commitment.  And anything serious enough to call for child sacrifice had to be true.


Then there is the Jewish synagogue.  They had lots of rules to follow, and they didn’t mix much with other people.  They talked about a God that  led them through trial and trial.  They talked about a God who created the world and who actually spoke to them through Abraham and succeeding rabbis down to the present.  


And finally there is Paul.  He came to town a few years ago talking about the new group following Jesus whom they say is the actual Son of God.  He has visited several times since, and has written a number of letters telling the Colossians  more about what he had experienced, and how Jesus had completely turned his life around.  Paul said that he is offering the community the one true way and to look at Jesus is to see God. Paul said that in Jesus the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.

So how do we know?  How do we determine the truth?   One way is to do what is referred to as going to the original source.   As we listen to the news, are we hearing from people who were actually involved in the events or an analyst giving an interpretation?  On the internet who is actually writing the information?  Is it someone who has expertise to understand the area or is the writer someone giving an uneducated opinion?  

The same approach works for questions of faith and that is one of the things that sets Paul apart from the others.  Paul is not asking us to follow some God that existed in Babylon, and is written up in old stories.  He is not asking us to follow some God that the Greeks admire, or a God who once did amazing things  for a group of chosen people.  Paul is writing about what God has done in his life.  It’s that original source idea.  Paul speaks from his own personal experience.  And when he was writing there were enough people to remember him as the Pharisee Saul and know that a real change had taken place in Paul’s life.  
Several times in his letters, Paul describes the incident  that occurred after Christ’s ascension on the road to Damascus.  Acts 9:1-9 tells the story of Saul the Pharisee going to Damascus to persecute Christians.  Just outside of Damascus Jesus speaks to Paul.  Paul is so overcome that he is blinded for three days and does not eat or drink.  Jesus sends Ananias to him, the blindness is removed, and Saul is baptized.  And Saul the Pharisee is no more as he begins the journey of the Christian faith.  Paul says in today’s scriptures. “I, Paul, became a servant of this gospel… I became its servant according to God’s commission that was given to me for you, to make the word of God fully known.”

Paul is a model of the original source.  He proclaims the gospel by telling us what God did for him.  It is important for us as well to think about how we will share what we believe with others.  It is good to memorize stories and scriptures.  We can study theology to be prepared to hold our own.  But perhaps most important of all is to figure out how to simply tell what we have experienced.  When we go to help someone in trouble, we can quote scripture as a back-up or retell the promises of God.  But the most authentic, the most original and perhaps the most real is to say “Let me tell you what God did for me….”  That sounds like the truth and really real rather than a painting or an opinion.  

So let me tell you what God did for me….  In September of 2003 I became increasingly convinced that God had something else for me to do rather than be the Associate Vicar of St. Johns Rancho Santa Margarita, Calif.  Never in my wildest dreams did I even imagine I would end up in Norfolk, NE as I am a native Californian and had lived in Southern California my entire life.  After much prayer and discussion with trusted friends, I surrendered control of where to go to God filling out my church deployment form and seeing what would happen.  It felt a little like what Paul says in today’s scripture about being a servant.

  After releasing control to God, almost immediately in January of 2004, I began to get queries from churches all over the Midwest.  At one point I was in eight searches and had a folder for each in order to keep them straight.  My prayer was still to have God plant me where the Holy One felt I was needed.   Obviously, everything clicked in the telephone interviews and the on site interviews and here I am.  I am often asked how could anyone in their right mind move from So. Calif. to Nebraska.  Whether I am in my right mind is sometimes questionable, but I can tell you that I have experienced over and over again that I was placed in the right place at the right time for me and for this parish.   That is just one of many real stories that I could share with a beginning of “Let me tell you what God did for me.”  Not all of them are as dramatic or as life-changing as the story of my move to Nebraska.   But in all of them I have experienced the living God who continues to guide, love, and dwell with me.
Real is better.  The most authentic, the most original and the most real is follow in Paul’s footsteps and share, “Let me tell you what God did for me.”  Christianity has been spreading for 2,000 years in exactly that way.  Real is better.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.

