Pre

It is still Vision Month.  We are re-discovering the vision statement of Morning Star.  First we talked the importance of having a vision.  Without a vision the people perish. Then we talked about Morning Star’s overall purpose, which is to help people meet Jesus Christ and grow spiritually.  Last week we talked about the importance of being “kid friendly.”   Today we will look at the last phrase in our Vision for Ministry, which says that we seek to enable each person to discover and enter into the unique ministry God has given him or her.  

The Offering

Romans 12:1-8


I ran across some epitaphs written by celebrities for themselves. It’s interesting to see what these people want to be remembered for, or think people might remember them for:


He was an average guy who could carry a tune.  Bing Crosby


On the whole, I’d rather be in Philadelphia.  WC Fields


I’ll be right back.  Johnny Carson


I died laughing.  Phyllis Diller


It’s always a beautiful day in this neighborhood.  Fred Rogers


Have you ever thought about how you might want to be remembered?  For me, it could be: Chocolate chip cookies.  Jokes.  But what I hope I am remembered for is this:  She helped people discover the gifts that keep on giving. 


In 24 years of ministry I have come to believe that one of the most important keys to the health and growth of the church is the mobilization of ministry among all the members of the church.  That is, helping people find their spiritual gifts and put them to work in the ministry that God has called them to.  Those are the gifts that keep on giving.  


Paul lists some spiritual gifts here in this passage—teaching, service, leading, exhortation, giving, compassion (mercy).  And there are many others listed in other places in the New Testament.  Prophecy, evangelism, healing, to name a few.  Just like the human body needs all its various parts in order to work right, so does the church.  We need all the parts functioning in order to be healthy and to grow.  


That means you have job to do.  A function that is uniquely you and that helps the church fulfill the Great Commission.  But I hope you don’t think of it as just a chore.  Because it is really far more than that.  It’s really a calling.  My experience with people is that when they find their spiritual gifts and begin to understand what God has called them to do, they are much more fulfilled.  Happier.  Because your gifts and calling are a part of you.  The real you.  The you that God created and loves.  And they spring directly out of your relationship with Jesus Christ.  

Here’s the best definition of a call that I’ve heard.  It’s from Frederick Buechner:  “The place God calls you to is the place where your deep gladness and the world’s deep hunger meet.”  So you don’t have to be afraid of finding your gifts.  Your gifts bring out the deepest and best you that there is.      

I don’t think you need to worry about your gifts and calling burning you out either.  Think about the burning bush that Moses saw when God called him.  The bush was aflame with the presence of God, but was not consumed.  But that’s how it is with God.  God’s presence burning within us, will be a beacon to the world, but will not consume us.  God’s presence in fact will protect us from being consumed.  


In this passage from Romans, Paul says we need to think with sober judgment about our gifts.  Be aware of them, understand what they are meant for, and understand our limitations.  Don’t think more highly than you ought to think.  No one has all the gifts. No one can go it alone; we all need each other. On the other hand, don’t think too lowly of yourself either.  Sure, it’s possible to be too prideful, and that is harmful to the church, but most of the Christians that I know have a greater tendency to put themselves down when it comes to spiritual gifts.  Whenever I teach a class on spiritual giftedness, someone comes up to me and says, “I’m the exception.  I don’t have any gifts.”  Some of you have said that.  Not true.  There are no exceptions.  If you are a part of the body of Christ, you are gifted.  If you downplay your gifts, you deprive the body of Christ of something vital.  


You are gifted.  In fact, you have charisma.  Charisma is the Greek word that we translate as “gift” in this passage.  You have charisma.  At the heart of the gift, the charisma, is the grace of God.  “Charis” means grace.  They are grace-gifts.  Abilities given by God, and powered by God’s Spirit.  They are not our own, which is why we need not to be overly proud.  And it is also why we need to not put ourselves down.  It's not our ability.  It’s God working through us.  


When each of the members of the body are letting their charisma out, then the whole church has charisma.  The church functions as it should, and it becomes magnetic.  


So, the obvious question is, how do you find out what your gifts are, what your calling is? 


Here are some suggestions.   You might start by reading.  Read the Bible, for one thing.  Then there are lots of books out there that talk about spiritual gifts.  I wrote one of them.  Read a book.  Think about what it says.  But don’t be like the guy in this story:  


There was an intellectual fellow who loved to read.  He read everything he could find about philosophy, and he became a philosopher.  He read everything he could read about mathematics and he became a mathematician.  Then he read everything he could find about swimming, and he jumped in a lake and drowned.  There are some subjects you just have to do more than read about.  


So do more than read.  Take a class, maybe.  We offer a class just for the very purpose of discovering your spiritual gifts and your calling.  It’s called Stargazing 201 and we offer that class a couple of times a year.  There’s a class that will be coming up early in 2003.  Even before you go into training, be aware that this is not a cookie-cutter kind of thing.  You won’t come out looking just like your trainer.    


An engineer, an accountant, a chemist and a bureaucrat were bragging about their smart dogs.  The engineer called to his dog, “T-square, do your stuff.”   The dog took out paper and pen, and drew a circle, a square and a triangle.  Everyone agreed he was smart.  The accountant called, “Slide Rule, do your stuff.”  The pooch went to the kitchen, got a dozen cookies and made four stacks of three. Everyone was impressed.  The chemist called, “Beaker, do your stuff.”  The dog went to the fridge for a quart of milk, got a ten-ounce glass and poured exactly eight ounces without spilling a drop.  Everyone agreed he was great.  Then the bureaucrat called, “Coffee Break, do your stuff!”  Coffee Break ate the cookies, drank the milk, chewed the paper, claimed he injured his mouth doing so, filed a grievance for unsafe work conditions, put in for Workers Compensation and took extended sick leave. (Readers Digest)  


Your gifts and your calling are uniquely you.  So, if you want to discover and enter into the unique ministry that God has created you for, you need to do more than just read books and go to training.  If you want to find your special niche in the body of Christ, and discover the charisma that God has given you, here’s how to do it.  Offer yourself to God.  Offer yourself to God.  Listen again to the very beginning of the passage from Romans.  I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship.  Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.


Offer yourself to God. Present your bodies as a living sacrifice.  Paul is very intentional about using the word “body.”  The Christian life is not just a head trip.  It involves the whole self.  The body has to come along.  


Offer yourself, your body, as a living sacrifice.  A living sacrifice.  In the old days, ‘way back in Old Testament times, both Hebrew people and pagans thought of religion as mostly being about sacrifice.  They would bring animal sacrifices to the altar of their god, and that would pretty much fulfill their religious obligations.  Dead sacrifices.  Sacrifices that didn’t have much to do with their day to day life.  Go to the temple, drop off the animal, say a couple of prayers, and you’re out of there.  

That was the old days.  But I think a lot of people today still prefer dead sacrifices.  Come to worship, go home.  Put a few bucks in the offering plate, go home.  I’ve done my church thing for the week. 


But that’s not what the Christian life is about.  Present your bodies as a living sacrifice, Paul says.  Give your self to God, not just a few hours here, a few dollars there.  Give your self to God.  24/7.


That self includes your body and your mind.  Don’t be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your minds.  JB Phillips translates the first part of this as: ‘don’t let the world squeeze you into its mold.’   Here’s the point.  You’re a follower of Jesus Christ, Son of God.  That means you need to start to think like God thinks.  And God doesn’t think like everyone else does.  God doesn’t follow the fads and fashions of the world.  God doesn’t have the values of middle-class America.  God has an agenda, a world-view.  And if you want to truly be a follower of Jesus, you need to let God change your mind so that you can think with God.  


And don’t go thinking it’s just going to be a matter of learning another set of rules.  That’s the old trained dog routine.  God doesn’t want us to just learn tricks.  God wants us to learn to think.  Think with God.  The God who is love, justice, truth, mercy will help you to think along the lines of what God thinks.  And in the process you will learn to understand what God’s will is for you.  You will, quite naturally, begin to use your gifts and follow your calling.   
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