Romans 12: 9-21

        Let love be genuine; hate what is evil, hold fast to what is good; love one another with mutual affection; outdo one another in showing honor. Do not lag in zeal, be ardent in spirit; serve the Lord. Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer. Contribute to the needs of the saints; extend hospitality to strangers. 

         Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Live in harmony with one another; do not be haughty, but associate with the lowly; do not claim to be wiser than you are. Do not repay evil for evil, but take thought for what is noble in the sight of all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave room for the wrath of God; for it is written: “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” No, “if your enemies are hungry, feed them; if they are thirsty, give them something to drink; for by doing this you will heap burning coals on their heads.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good. 

           We at Morning Star have been through a difficult year, haven’t we?  People we loved, needed, and depended on, have gone to be with the Lord, and we have been left grieving and shaken. We have struggled financially, each of us personally, and also as a church. We have been feeling vulnerable, and many of us have experienced hurt feelings.  Some of us have felt unappreciated, unloved, unneeded, and unwanted. The year 2011 was a tough year. 

        Unfortunately, our vision becomes skewed in times like these and we can become very negative. Sadly, negativity breeds negativity, and once we are caught up in it, unless we stop and turn around, viewing life through eyes of faith, we will be sucked downward and lose all perspective and joy. And that’s why our Session, led by God, has declared 2012 a year of Blessing- a year to view our lives with eyes that behold blessing, a year to recognize how blessed we are, a year to open ourselves to being blessed, and a year to bless one another and the world. 

       I am here today to introduce the basic concept of blessing. Myrlene and Scott will go deeper into the subject of blessing in the weeks to come, and I am really looking forward to that, because there is so much more to blessing than I am capable of sharing in one sermon. 

            I want you to know that I have experienced the pain and negativity I speak of.  Though Bob actually died in December of 2010, this past year has been the most painful and difficult year of my life. I have felt lonely and vulnerable.  I’ve sometimes had hurt feelings. I have felt all the things that many of you have been feeling.  At times I felt sorry for myself and focused on all I had lost. I had no vision for the future. I have been confused. I questioned if I was needed or wanted or appreciated by anyone. I have experienced the downward spiral of me, me, me!

              Whether we consider ourselves people who are blessed or people who are victims depends on our perspective. When we are feeling negative and sorry for ourselves, we need a reality check. I know you’ve probably heard the statistics, but listen again. 

           If you have food in the refrigerator, clothes on your back, a roof over your head and a place to sleep---you are richer than 75 per cent of this world.

            If you have money in the bank, in your wallet and spare change in a dish---you are among the top 8 per cent of the worlds wealthy.

           If you woke up this morning with more health than illness---you are more blessed than the million who will not survive this week.

           If you have never experienced the danger of battle, the loneliness of imprisonment, the agony of torture or the pangs of starvation---you are ahead of 500 million people in the world.

            If you can read, you are more blessed than over two billion people in the world who cannot read at all.

             Truly, we are blessed.  Even if we didn’t have any of the things I just listed, the apostle Paul reminds us in Ephesians 1:3 that the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in Christ.  Jesus took on flesh and came to earth to show us how loved we are by God. And, as the most well known verse in the Bible tells us (that’s John 3:16, by the way), “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that all who believe in him will not perish but will have everlasting life.” Despite the fact that my husband Bob died, I am blessed! After all, I know where Bob is—he is with Jesus—experiencing everlasting life!  

            A man named Sam Keen tells a story about a gift he once received. This is how he tells it: 
         When I was six years old I was walking by a courthouse in a small town in Tennessee. A man came out, followed by a large crowd. As he walked past me, he pulled a knife from his belt and said, "I present you with this knife." Before I could see his face or overcome my shock and thank him, he turned and disappeared. 

           The knife was a strange and mysterious gift. The handle was made out of the foot of a deer, and on the blade there was something written in a foreign language which no one in town could translate. 
           For weeks after this event I lived with a pervasive sense of gratitude to the stranger and with a wondering expectancy created by the realization that such a strange and wonderful happening could occur in the ordinary world of Maryville. If nameless strangers gave such gifts, what surprises might be expected in the world?

            Sam Keen recognized blessing.  To him the knife was a precious gift and he received it with gratitude. His eyes were opened to the fact that he was blessed. 

             If we are to live as people of God, we must acknowledge that we’re blessed. If we are walking around full of negativity, moaning and groaning and feeling sorry for ourselves, we are not walking in the light. What do we have to offer in life if we are angry and bitter people? We can’t witness to the goodness of God if we are miserable. 

               Many people in the world live in darkness, desperately trying to fill up the emptiness they feel with alcohol, drugs, gambling, pornography and a wide variety of other things that don’t satisfy. Many young people are so lost in darkness they become addicted to starving or cutting themselves. 

            What happens when you turn on a lamp in a dark room? The darkness goes away! We, as followers of Jesus, are meant to be like him. We are meant to be lights in this world, chasing away the darkness.

            Knowing that we’re blessed doesn’t mean we won’t feel pain or grief or deep emotion. We will—God made us that way. But we can know that though we’ll experience hardships in this world, they won’t destroy us. Jesus is with us always and nothing is too difficult for God.

        Verse 12 of today’s scripture puts it this way. “Rejoice in hope, be patient in suffering, persevere in prayer.”  Walk in the light as Jesus is in the light.  Recognize that you are blessed!    
                 When we treat others with anger and distain we are not living as blessed people reaching out to bless others. You might say, “Well, I am not going to be treated poorly—I’m not a doormat! I’m going to show them!” No, you are not a doormat. But Verse 14 tells us to bless those who persecute us; bless and do not persecute them. Rejoice with those who rejoice, weep with those who weep. Be happy for those who are experiencing joy.  Cry with those who are feeling pain. Live in harmony with one another. Don’t ever repay hurt with hurt, or evil with evil, or pain with pain. Do what is right and good in the sight of all people. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you (you can’t control others), live peaceably with all people. Don’t avenge yourself- don’t try to get back at those who hurt you. Leave them to God. Don’t be overcome by evil, overcome evil with good.  

         Blessed is what we are, blessed to be a blessing. And, as you’ve probably seen in your own life, when you bless others you receive an even greater blessing back. 
             John Greenleaf Whittier wrote a poem that speaks of the blessing we receive when we bless others. 
Somehow, not only for Christmas,
But all the long year through,
The joy that you give to others
Is the joy that comes back to you;
And the more you spend in blessing
The poor and lonely and sad,
The more of your heart's possessing
Returns to make you glad.

                  I don’t know if this is a true story or not but I read a story about a woman who was getting ready to jump off a 44 story building in New York City.  Witnesses said she didn’t look like the type of person who would do such a thing. She was very distinguished and well dressed.  All the attempts made by the police to get the woman off the ledge had failed. 
           One of the officers asked if he could call his pastor in to see if he could help. When the pastor arrived, he asked permission to go to the ledge and talk to the woman. 
            As the pastor neared the edge the woman screamed, "Don't come any closer or I'll jump!" The pastor took a step back and then said, "I am sorry that you believe no one loves you."  This got the woman's attention and it got the attention of the police. That was something that you don't usually say to a person who is threatening suicide. 
              The woman took a step towards the pastor and said, "My grandchildren love me and so do my children. My whole family loves me! I have 8 wonderful grandchildren."
            The pastor took a step towards the woman and said, "Well then, you must be very poor, maybe that is why you want to take your own life."  The woman who was a little overweight said, "Do I look like I go without any meals? We live in a very nice apartment. I'm not poor."
             The pastor took another step closer to her and was now 3 feet from her when he asked, "Then why do you want to kill yourself? I don't understand." The woman thought for a moment and then said, "You know, I don't really remember."
             The story ends with the pastor and the woman walking towards the elevator as she shows him pictures of her grandchildren. Eventually this woman becomes a volunteer on the city's suicide hotline, helping others choose life.
             That pastor reminded the woman of something she had forgotten—she was blessed. As such she was called to be a blessing as well.  Blessed people are grateful people. And grateful people are caring people. Grateful people are content. 

               Let’s start the New Year realizing that we are blessed. We are loved by God. Let’s be grateful people, people who radiate joy and light, rather than negativity and darkness. Let’s commit to sharing that light by being a blessing to one another and the world. Amen. 

