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I had a nice plan for this morning.  
 Our series on Worship has been rolling along smoothly,  
  with four sermons on why we Reformed Christians  
   do what we do in this room.  
People have been thanking me and saying they are learning things,  
 which of course was the hope.  
Today the scheduled topic was self-offering and I started off the week  
 looking at the Directory for worship and copying down  
  the words about Self-offering that are stated there: 
 
"The Christian life is an offering of one’s self to God," it began.  
 "In worship we are presented  
  with the costly self-offering of Jesus Christ,  
   we are claimed and set free by him,  
    and are led to respond by offering to him our lives,  
     our gifts and abilities, and our material goods.  
   Worship should always offer opportunities to respond to Christ’s call…" 
 
So far so good. I had sections of the sermon all lined out in my mind,  
 a section on what offering one's life means,  
  a section on offering one's goods,  
   and was feeling pleased because there really is room today  
    to spend more time with the chosen scripture texts.  
     They aren't just scenery for the topics at hand. 
 
The Luke text, after all is Jesus himself saying 
 there is a difference between mouthing my name  
  and being my disciple.  
 If you want to follow him then do it,  
  build the house of your life on the deep foundations  
   of love, grace, and generosity.  
    Act on what you've heard.  
     Then live joyously and securely.  
  But if all we do is call out his name with no follow-through,  
   the floods of life that come to us all may devastate us." 
 
The Colossians text seems to be the very blueprint  
 for Jesus' words in Luke.  
  The ending sums up a life of self-offering well:   
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   "Whatever you do in word or deed,  
    do everything in the name of the Lord Jesus,  
     giving thanks to God the Father through him." 
 
That was the plan.  
 Then within 24 hours in different parts of the country 
  two men were shot and killed by police officers.  
Both were black.  
 Both had their last moments caught on camera.  
The videos, which I haven't seen, the videos 
  have spurred demonstrations across the country. 
  including in Dallas where a peaceful demonstration ended in tragedy  
   as word of the police officers killed and wounded.  
 
The people I know here, my colleagues and friends on Facebook,  
 and most of you seem to be in a kind of shock mode:  
How can the nation whose freedoms we just celebrated last week  
 be in such a crisis of violence and fear?  
How can the racial tensions the Civil Rights era did so much to heal 
 —or at least that's what I have wanted to think— 
  how can racial tensions have deepened so much  
   as to land us where we are today  
    and what role does access to guns play?  
What needs to change and how,  
 how will positive changes that will make life safer, better,  
  more just and more secure for every American come about? 
 
If you are like me, when you can stand to  
  you have been reading things,  
  some of which are helpful and inspiring;  
   others that get you thinking in useful or important ways  
    even if the perspective is not one you like.  
  Others that say it's time to stop being inspired and do something, 
   and still others say things that only make it all worse.  
 
All this distress is swirling around us in the media,  
 on Facebook, and just about everywhere we turn. 
If you are like me you both want and don't want to pay attention.  
 Yet the very fact that some of us aren't paying attention 
  is part of the mix. 
All week I have felt myself wanting to find some insight,  
 some comfort, and at the same time avoid it all  
  under the terrible pretense that there is little I can do.  
But God is always ahead of us.  
 It was during one such attempt at avoidance that I heard  
  late night comedian Trevor Noah make a compelling comment:   
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   "It feels as though in America, if you take a stand for something,"  
    he said, "you automatically are against something else…. 
     It seems that it's either pro-cop and anti-black,  
      or pro black and anti cop, when in reality  
       you can be pro-cop and pro-black… 
        You shouldn't have to chose between the police  
         and the citizens they are sworn to protect."i 
          The audience agreed with a resounding cheer. 
 
Another commentator I read this week  
 quoted Catholic Worker founder Dorothy Day.  
  "Stay small," Day is reported to have said. 
   Which brings us back to the topic for today 
    and our own self offering. 
 
If you were listening when I read  
 from the Directory for Worship just now 
  perhaps you noticed that the offering we are called to make 
   is not an offering of our effort or energy to the world. 
"The Christian life is an offering of one’s self to God," 
 reads the introduction.  
In worship we do this continually: 
 In the prayers we share, in moments of dedication 
  such as ordination or installation or commissioning,  
   when we give of our goods, or offer our gifts for music, liturgy, or ushering, 
    when we come forward to take communion,  
     when we offer ourselves or our children for baptism.  
 
Also in moments when we make  
 private commitments to discipleship in our pews  
  perhaps in response to the Word 
   or to other aspects of worship that touch and move us. 
 
In both our scriptures for today all of the actions that are named: 
 building one's house on the foundation of Christ, 
  clothing oneself with a Christian character 
   of compassion, kindness, humility, patience,  
    forgiveness, and most of all love— 
     those things are not the self offering: 
   those are things in our lives that result from giving ourselves to God. 
    Yes, they require us to grow and to be intentional      
     and to do some work of our own 
      but they are natural outcomes of true self-offering to God. 
In other words we are the ones who benefit most from self-offering  
 because once we really give ourselves to God 
  the Spirit works in us and with us to make our lives  
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   places of gratitude and safety for all. 
    No flood can harm us if we have built our lives on him, says Jesus. 
     And Paul ends with an image of dwelling in Christ richly, 
      singing songs of praise. (Col 3:16). 
The offerings we make of our goods 
 can come in the same way, the same motives:  
  they are acts of gratitude for life lived in God. 
They should pour out from us, not be given resentfully. 
 To the degree that we resent giving financially to the church 
  we have not engaged in self-offering to God. 
   When we do so, changes in our attitudes to things follow naturally. 
    We lose the false fear that we don't have enough to share generously. 
 
This self-offering to God which brings us so much good 
 spills over into the world under its own steam. And with a big dose of the Holy Spirit 
  We find ourselves, we discover ourselves, acting in love 
   not out of some grinding commitment or attempt to "live like     
    Christian disciples." 
 
In case you thought Paul was admonishing you 
 to clothe yourself with certain characteristics, 
  it really helps to know that all of uses of the word "you" in the letter, 
   every single one of them is plural,           
  not you the individual disciple but, us the body of Christ. 
    . 
He is inviting us as a church  
 to clothe ourselves with Jesus' own characteristics, 
  not to go out and try to build  them up on our own. 
   Again, there is an aspect of commitment we each bring, 
    but it is only together with the spirit of God,        
     that we can even attempt to be 
      the compassionate, kind, humble, patient,  
       forgiving, loving people of God. 
These qualities of Jesus live on in the church 
 as his gifts to us and through us to the world. 
  We can't take them home and hang them in our own closets, 
   but we can wear them and enjoy them as Christ's gifts  
    and we can give them away. 
Again, Dorothy Day is a good source of advice: 
 "Don't worry about being effective," she said  
  "Just concentrate on being faithful to the truth." 
What does it mean to you in a terrifying time in our nation 
 to be faithful to the truth? 
And is that really something you want to tell yourself  you can't do? 
 
Beloved, our self-offering to God that unites us in Christ, 
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 that is the thing that gives me hope for solutions 
  to the tensions in American society today. 
I don't mean that shallowly or in a 
 "Let's all stick together and things will turn out fine," mode. 
I mean it in a sense that God can accomplish things in and through us 
 when we trust ourselves to God,  
  things we cannot do or even imagine alone. 
We can be empowered by the gifts of Christ, 
 we can let them bear fruit in our lives,  
  we can nurture that fruit so that we can open ourselves  
   to each other without fear; 
    and we can take, and we must take,         
     whatever small steps toward healing 
      that we can here in Blacksburg and Christiansburg 
       and we can take them without fear.  
Worship is the place to be when times are hard 
 so that we can be fed and filled comforted and challenged 
   and allowed to make offerings of our goods and our lives 
    in ways that shape and form us and change us and the world. 
 
I wish so much that I had some moving story to share        
 but this hasn’t been that kind of the week. 
 
I want to close now with an act of self offering to God 
 by using the liturgy of reaffirmation of our baptism. 
  It's not in the bulletin because we didn't know 
   that hard events this week would warrant such an act. 
But as a response to all that we face as a nation  
 I invite any who wish to, to reaffirm your baptismal vows. 
I will go to the font, and share the liturgy 
 then ask the three questions that have been used at the font 
  for some two thousand years.  
   All you need do is to remain in your pew and respond      
    by saying the words "I do."  
At the close of the service, you may want to touch the water 
 and touch your head for courage and remembrance.  
 
 

SCRIPTURE  SENTENCES 
Hear these words from Holy Scripture:          1 Cor. 12:12-13, 17 
Just as the body is one and has many members  
and all the members of the body, though many, are one body, so it is with Christ.  
 …Now you are the body of Christ and individually members of it.  
 
God has told you what is good:          Micah 6:8 
and what does the Lord require of you?  
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To do justice, and to love kindness, and to walk humbly with our God. 
 
REAFFIRMATION OF BAPTISM 
Sisters and brothers in Christ, our baptism is the sign and seal  
of our cleansing from sin, and of our being grafted into Christ.  
Through the birth, life, death, and resurrection of Jesus,  
the power of sin was broken and God’s kingdom entered our world.  
Let us celebrate that freedom and redemption  
through the renewal of the promises made at our baptism.  
I ask you, therefore, once again to reject sin,  
to profess your faith in Christ Jesus,  
and to confess the faith of the church,  
the faith in which we baptize.  
 
Trusting in the gracious mercy of God 
do you turn away from sin, renounce evil and its power in the world? 
 I do. 
Do you turn to Jesus Christ, and accept him as Lord and Savior, 
trusting in his grace and love?    
 I do. 
Do you desire, in dependence on the Holy Spirit, 
to mature as a Christian in the church, 
seek the guidance of Christ as you listen for his Word, 
and to engage in his mission in the world? 
 I do. 
[Lift water] People of God, remember your baptism and be thankful. AMEN.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

i Trevor Noah on "The Daily Show," July 7, 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=tP0awqth0XI 
                                            


