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Sermon: “Life Is Not a Race, but Indeed a Journey”
“The Meaning of Life Series”

This morning we begin a series of sermons on the topic: "What is the meaning of life?" It's a question persons have been asking for ages now, and apparently, it has no simple answer. 
Philosophers and theologians have explored the subject in great detail. To help us out with this subject, our own Les Clemmer has loaned me this book entitled On the Meaning of Life [hold it up] 
It was written by Will Durant, 1968 winner of the Pulitzer Prize and 1977 winner of the Presidential Medal of Freedom, and is a compilation of the responses 30 persons gave in response to a letter he sent each of them asking the question: “What is the meaning of life?”

Among others, Gandi responded, along with Will Rogers, Sinclair Lewis, Charles Mayo of Mayo Clinic, Admiral Byrd, and George Bernard Shaw, to name a few.

I actually found Shaw’s response, which was one of the shortest, most interesting:

“How the devil do I know?” he answered. “Has the question itself any meaning?”

Well, I believe that it does. 
     
And this is the aim of this set of sermons--to discover a meaning that makes sense to us and resonates in our souls.
Well, as it usually happens…the inspiration for this sermon series came to me suddenly—when I spotted this piece of wall art in a store window over the Christmas holidays.  
Granted, it's not the kind of artwork that would enhance the appearance of a room, but it does have its own unique kind of beauty of its own: It's words cause us to stop and think about life. And that, in itself, is a beautiful thing! 
The first line captured my attention right away: Life Is Not a Race, but Indeed a Journey.
I liked what it said, but right away, my mind "took off" in  two different directions! I agreed that  "life is a journey—and I also like the statement that it is not a "race" –but somehow it didn't sound quite right--because certain Scriptures began to come to mind. 
So, "Which is it?" I asked myself.  "Is life a journey, or is it a race?" 
I raced to get my Bible, and I set off on a journey--to try and make some sense of this! 
Let's take a closer look...
Today, we have before us, two Scriptures:
one from the Old Testament and one from the New. 
Let’s start with the first one, --from book of Genesis...
This one places us closer to the beginning of time. 
About 4,000 years ago, 
God called a man named Abram 
(who later became Abraham) 
to establish a new nation. 
Abram obeyed and God kept his promise. 
And it all began on the day God came to him, saying: 
"Abram, Leave your country, your people, and your father's household and go to the land I will show you. I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you; I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing.'"
So, Abram set off on the journey of his life. 
He must have been a remarkable man indeed…

(after all, he was able to father children at age 99!) 
But there was something else just a s remarkable about Abram: 
he trusted God to take care of him

on that journey to an unknown land.

Now, let’s take a moment to think about this:

How many of us –at the age we are now would even consider 

making that kind of journey?
Well, perhaps we would
--if we were to hear God’s voice speaking directly to us as Abram did!

And maybe we would


--if God were to make the same kind of promises to us 

that he made to Abram…

…it must have seemed like a dream come true: 
a great nation, a new land. 
What did Abram have to lose?  
So he said "Yes" to God,

and he embarked on a 40 year journey 

to the promised land of Canaan

--that land of milk and honey. 
And all he took with him 
were a handful of possessions, 
a few family members 
and a bagful of promises.
One can’t help but wonder…

Did Abram really catch the larger vision
of where this journey would take him 

“in the long run”?
Was God's overall plan to reward God’s chosen people for their goodness? 
--or to separate them out in order to honor them?

The answer to both of these questions is “No.”

According to what God told him,

Abram’s family was called 
to be a blessing to the world
--to the whole world…
And what a calling that was…

--definitely worth leaving home for

--even with the risks considered!
It makes sense.

God called, Abram obeyed. 
Loose ends all tied up neatly. 
But as we know, there's always more 
to stories that involve adventure. 
As a wise person once said, 
"There are two great days in a person's life"
--the day we are born 
and the day we discover why we were born.” 
And this was the time in his life

when Abram would discover 
why he was born.
Let’s take a moment to consider our own lives.

What if God came to you tonight 
and told you to pack up 
and leave your home? 
He wouldn’t say exactly where you were going.

---just to pack up a few of your belongings and start walking. 
Thinking back to my own past, 

I actually did something similar 

--at age 19


--as many of you probably did 

at some time in your own lives.

For me, 

I can’t say that God actually told me 

to leave the home of my parents… 

But the spirit within me certainly did.
It was clearly a matter of survival--emotional and spiritual.

[talk about the journey to U of H and downtown Houston] 

The words of a young man named Nicholas 

a character in the novel, The Magus, 

by John Fowles, 

best describes how I felt at the time:

“It poured rain the day I left. But I was filled with excitement, 
A strange sense of ‘taking wing.’ I didn’t know where I was going, 
But I did know what I needed. I needed a new land, a new life; 
and although I couldn’t have put it into words at the time, I needed
a new sense of mystery.” 

And that I got!


I can’t claim 
that I have become the father of a great nation




--but in a sense, 





I have become the mother 
of this great congregation!

And I can’t claim that my journey was anywhere near as big or as important as Abram’s

--but like many of you, 

I trusted that God would take care of me.

And he did.

Author Larry Crabb, 

in his book entitled Shattered Dreams, 
says that we are motivated 
to leave the life we have been living 
when the pain of staying in that situation

outweighs the fear 

of leaving it.
My own experiences had led me to believe that this is true.

I now know 

without a doubt

that persons simply cannot grow 
until they are willing 
to step out of their comfort zone 

or discomfort zone as the case may be

and try something new.
And this is how it was with the people called Hebrews 
who accepted God’s call
--not to become a little better off than they were




--but to be a blessing to the entire world.

The journey was well worth it.

Some 40 years later, these people of God got to enter that promised land…
and in time, they did become a great nation 

        

and a blessing to the world.   

Along these same lines,

with the metaphor of journey in mind ,

today is Martin Luther King Jr. Sunday: 

The following story reminds us of why we commemorate this day: 
In 1955, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. led a boycott of the bus lines in Montgomery, Alabama. At the time, the buses were strictly segregated. Black citizens could only sit in the back of the bus, and were required to give up their seat to a white person if the bus filled up. Thousands of citizens--particularly African-American citizens--spent months walking or carpooling to work, to school, to the market and the bank, rather than support the bus line. 
After many months, Dr. King suggested to one elderly woman that she return to riding the buses. At her advanced age, she didn't need to be walking so much. But the woman insisted on walking until the boycott was complete. "But aren't your feet tired?" Dr. King asked. "Yes, my feet are tired," she replied, "but my soul is rested." 
Each of us who has walked a journey worth taking 

sometime during the course of our life

 


would say the same:

"My feet are tired, but my soul is rested." 
And the reason we are able to say this
is because we know by experience
--When we embarked on our own journey of life 

with a worthy goal in mind,   
our soul was at peace. 
And this brings us back to the first half 
of today’s statement about life:

Life is not a race.

Is this true?

I believe that it is true in a sense

--as far as our need to 

live in the present moment 

and to live life to the fullest 

is concerned.

How sad it would  be to come to the end of our lives

only to realize that we had not really lived it at all,
that we were always looking to the future

--to the next stage of our lives!
I willingly admit to you, that, for me, 

my life has seemed more like a race than a journey at times: 

like when I was pedaling my bicycle as fast as I could

to the grocery store in Houston




--and as I was sprinting 

through the streets of downtown 

in search of a job…

--when I was teaching school and had 42 students at a time!


--when I was driving 3 kids to soccer practice 

art and dance lessons





--when I was writing 5 papers 

all in the same week!
--and even now,





as I race from one activity to the next.

This confession of mine

brings us to our second Scripture reading, 
our New Testament passage from the book of Hebrews, 
where we hear it stated 

that life is a race. 
“Let us lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so closely,” 

the writer says,

“and let us run with perseverance the race that is set 
before us…”
Well, we don't know who actually wrote these words,

but there is one thing we can say about him: 
He had a great imagination and an abundance of energy!!! 
Imagine if you will, a grandstand
--the largest ever constructed
--larger than the one erected for the Kentucky Derby
or the Indi 500 or Superbowl. 
The grand stadium that this writer imagines 
is filled to capacity—

with spectators who have come to witness a race 
that has lasting results. 
Let's bring it closer to home… 
You are at the starting block. 
And all eyes are upon you 
as you get into the starting position. 
You can sense the excitement as you look out and see 
that you are "surrounded by a great cloud of witnesses" 
eager to cheer you on!  
How will this race turn out?

Will you win? 
The writer of Hebrews says “Yes! You will” --as long as you do certain things:
if you "lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, 
if you run with perseverance, 
and if you keep your eyes on Jesus
the pioneer and perfector of our faith.

Jesus’ life was somewhat of a race, too, 

the writer indicates.
He kept his eyes on the joy that was set before him,


--eternal life with his Father,

and he persevered through life on this earth, 

enduring persecution 

and the shame 
of being hung on a cross.
You and I are now being called to run “the race of life” as well

--and to run it with perseverance. 

Now, I’m not a runner

but I am a walker.

Some days, I walk 3 miles.

I couldn’t call my walk a “sprint”--by any means!

But some days my walk does seem like a marathon!

And I know from this experience that completing the course does require certain things: 
like having the right attitude, 
being patient, 
not giving up, 
and keeping the goal mind.
A certain movie came to mind:

as I was preparing this sermon message: 

 "Chariots of Fire." 
It’s the true story of 2 runners, 
one who ran for his own glory, 
and another who ran for the glory of God. 
Eric Liddell was the one who ran to glorify God.

And when his sister protested, 

insisting that he should be in China instead, 
working as a missionary, 
he said, 
“Yes, God has made me for a purpose, but He has also made me fast. When I run, I feel His pleasure.”
Liddell goes on to run the race, 

and wins the gold metal.
[show video clip from movie]
Consider now, 
for a moment,

your own life...
What weighs you down?

Is there some ongoing “sin” 
holding you back,

keeping you from moving forward? 
Well, I suppose we need to know what “sin” is 

in order to answer that question.

The most adequate definition I have ever come across is this:

“Sin is that which, left unchecked, has the potential to destroy a person’s life, along with his or her soul.”

Here’s an illustration:
In the final "Star Wars" trilogy, 900-year-old Yoda lies down to die. As he is dying he continues to instruct young Luke Skywalker, who yearns to be a Jedi-a real fighter of the space force. "Remember," says Yoda, "Jedi s strength flows from the Force. Beware of anger, fear...the dark side are they. Once you start down the dark path, forever will it dominate your destiny...Do not underestimate the power of the enemy." 
So who is the enemy?


It is anger,

 and it is fear.

If we are going to be champions in the race of life, 
we have to shed these burdens 

that are weighing us down.
The anger and the fear must go.

Jesus will help us. 
This, he promised, saying, 
"Come unto me all ye who labor and are heavily burdened, and I will give you rest. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light..." 
How exactly does one go about doing this?... 
In the same way we get help from a friend

--by talking honestly and openly to him or her.

When we do this, 
talk about our fears and our anger, 
we no longer carry the burden alone. 
Because we have shared the burden, 

whether it be Jesus or the friend seated next to us,

a big portion of the load is being held for us. 
Blessed is the person who has friends like this!
And did you know 

that our loved ones who have gone before us 

can also help us let go of our burdens

so that we can win the race of life?
These loved ones are that “great cloud of witnesses” 
that the Hebrew writer talked about. 
They are those who have finished their own race 
and are now living in the sprit realm,

cheering us on as we run ours. 
So here we have it:

Life as a journey. 
And life as a race.
Which is it?
Can it be both?
I see no reason why it can’t be.

The important thing is that whether we are on a journey 

or running a race,

we must do it fervently, with passion.
As a doctor by the name of Bernard Lafayette once said:

“We are all going to die. The question is, ‘how are we going to live?’”

Jesus came to earth and lived as a human being

to show us how to live.

Through him, God has done great things for us.
His mercy reaches from age to age

He gives meaning to our lives

…and holy is His name.
There is a song by this name--located on an insert in your bulletin.

Let us respond to today’s sermon message 

by singing this hymn together: 

“Holy Is His Name.”  

