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Sermon: "Be honest. Work hard. Be choosy."
2nd in “The Meaning of Life” Series
Scriptures:
Joshua 24:14-15
"Now therefore revere the LORD, and serve him in sincerity and in faithfulness; put away the gods that your ancestors served beyond the River and in Egypt, and serve the LORD. Now if you are unwilling to serve the LORD, choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD."
Micah 6:6-8
"With what shall I come before the LORD,
and bow myself before God on high?
Shall I come before him with burnt offerings,
with calves a year old?
​
Will the LORD be pleased with thousands of rams,
with ten thousands of rivers of oil?
Shall I give my firstborn for my transgression,
the fruit of my body for the sin of my soul?"
He has told you, O mortal, what is good;
and what does the LORD require of you
but to do justice, and to love kindness,
and to walk humbly with your God?
Philippians 4:8-9
Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you.
 
Have you ever had moments in life when you get a kind-of surreal feeling & for a brief moment wonder, "What in the world am I doing here? How did I get here & what does this all mean?"
If so, you know the feeling what human beings have been experiencing ever since they gained the ability to introspect.
[pause]
"So, what is the meaning of life?"
It's an age-old question, asked by philosophers, theologians & sages for many centuries now. 
[Introduce wall art]
Last Sunday, we began with the first sentence: "Life is not a race, but indeed a journey."
As you recall, after taking a closer look, we decided that life could  indeed be both. 
So today we approach the next section of statements: "Be honest. Work hard. Be choosy."
I decided to group these three together because this seems to make sense.
Together, they encompass what those of us who have been around awhile know as "Work Ethic".
"What ever happened to the American work ethic?"
Many are wondering about this!  
Eric Chester, founder of an organization entitled "Bring Your ”A” Game to Work" is an acclaimed leader in helping young people make the transition from school to the work force. In a recent public interview with Forbes Magazine, he talked about the work ethic in America & why today's young people are having trouble with it.
Chester writes: "The decline of work ethic is not uniquely an American problem, but one that is affecting all Western nations and a growing number of those in the East. If we examine the American workplace today with a comparable example from the 1930s, 1960’s, or even the 1990’s, it’s easy to see that America is losing sight of the virtues that comprise work ethic—the very things that helped build our country.
There was a time when the pursuit of happiness and the American Dream drove progress and innovation, but they came with unintended side effects. In many cases, for instance, healthy ambition morphed into greed. Urbanization and an emphasis on large-scale businesses means fewer and fewer kids are learning about work in the natural course of family life.
Technological advances that make life faster, more fun, more entertaining, and easier to navigate are also consuming our time and energy while eliminating avenues for learning vital concepts about work. And psychologists have pushed parents to focus on building self-esteem in their children, creating at least two generations of me-centric workers. No wonder so many employers use terms like entitled, disengaged, unmotivated, and disloyal when describing their current workforce and potential labor pool."
America’s emerging workforce—those in the sixteen-to-twenty-four age bracket—bring some amazing skill sets and personality traits into the labor pool. The challenge is that these we call Millennials don’t always want to work, and when they do, their terms don’t always line up with those of their employers. All too often, the young worker shows up ten minutes late wearing flip-flops, pajama bottoms, and a T-shirt. Then she fidgets through her shift until things slow down enough that she can text her friends or update her Facebook page from her smartphone. [please keep in mind that this could be a he]
All too often, these bright and ambitious recruits see work as something to avoid or as a necessary evil to endure prior to winning the lottery, landing a spot on a reality television show, or getting a cushy, high-paying job with a corner office and an expense account."
Now, Before you write this off as unfair stereotyping, consider what millennial workers had to say about themselves.
In February 2010, the Pew Research Center released an extensive report titled “Millennials: A Portrait of Generation Next” that reveals that this generation doesn’t identify with work ethic.
In an open-ended follow-up question—“What makes your generation unique?” Millennials said that what made them unique was technology use, music/pop culture, liberal/ tolerant beliefs, greater intelligence, and their clothes. 
So this is one take on what is happening to what we claim as our work ethic.
The NY Times also reported a study on modern-day work in America. This one was conducted by Barbara Whitehead, co-editor of the book “Franklin’s Thrift: The Lost History of an American Virtue.”
"What has changed is the kind of work we do,"  says Whitehead. "We aren’t getting lazier but we are getting softer. More of us spend our workdays sitting behind desks or counters, exercising our minds and our fine motor skills but scarcely moving a large muscle group.
It’s easy to forget how physically demanding everyday work once was. America was built on backbreaking labor. It took muscle and sweat and mindless repetitive effort, day after day, in searing heat and brutal cold, to clear land, build bridges and roads and railroads, extract ore and oil, plant and harvest fields, dig canals and waterways. This was 5,000-calorie-a-day work, and much of it was done by African-American slaves, prisoners, hardscrabble farmers and successive waves of immigrants. Women and children, too, bent their bodies to the yoke of field and factory and grew old beyond their years.
Fewer Americans today lug things for a living. Even the military, firefighters, construction workers, day laborers and farm workers who do hard physical labor have heavy equipment and protective gear and robots to help them. As for the rest of us, there is little need to wiggle a muscle.
This is a mixed blessing. On the plus side, we are spared the pain and wear-and-tear on our bodies. We avoid the risks of serious injury on the job. We are protected from the elements. 
On the minus side, we become addicted to comfort. We lose confidence in our bodies’ capacities. We suffer greater distress from physical hardship. We become a less hardy people."
[pause]
Well, studies like these confirm what we already knew--that the American Work Ethic has changed over the years--and it's not entirely a bad thing.
But the question remains: "How, exactly, are we to carry out the work God has given us to do upon this earth?"
The Bible has some things to say about this. Let's take a closer look...
*******
Preparation for today's message began 
as all of my sermons do
--with a word search 
on my PC Study Bible.
The search quickly revealed 
that most of the Bible's references to "work" 
have to do 
not with our work 
but with the Lord's work
--all that God has done for us.
My search revealed something else as well

that all work done by human beings 
is for one purpose and one purpose only 
-- to glorify the Creator, 
the One who made us.
Well, 
as we can see, 
we are going to have to look at the bigger picture 
to find satisfactory answers 
to our questions about work.
In the beginning, 
work was not seen as a “necessary evil” 
by any means.
On the contrary, 
work was a gift from God: 
As we recall, 
Adam had barely been created 
when God gave him work:
"The Lord God took the man and put him in the Garden of Eden to work it and take care of it." (Genesis 2:15)
With a little imagination, 
we can see what a beautiful work it was!
The first man's workplace 
was the loveliest garden, 
complete with colorful flowers, 
chirping birds, 
clear, running brooks
and trees laden with fruit!

No cubicle for Adam!
His work environment was ideal!
And everything went along nicely....
for a while.
Until Eve entered his life, that is...
But before the bad stuff happened, 
Eve was a good helper in the garden.
She and Adam worked and played and loved each other 
in the beautiful garden....
and then....
…..Well, we know what happened next: 
By succumbing to the serpent's temptation to eat the forbidden fruit, 
the couple were cast from the garden, forever. 
To the woman God said (among other things!)

"I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing;

in pain you shall bring forth children.”

And to the man he said,

…”cursed is the ground because of you;

in toil you shall eat of it all the days of your life; 

thorns and thistles it shall bring forth for you;

and you shall eat the plants of the field. 

By the sweat of your face 

you shall eat bread 

until you return to the ground,

for out of it you were taken;

you are dust,

and to dust you shall return." 

The couple had clearly fallen from God's grace. 
The situation apparently got out of control fairly quickly 
after that.
Those two sons Cain & Abel 
just couldn't get along!
Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, and Cain a tiller of the ground. 3 In the course of time Cain brought to the LORD an offering of the fruit of the ground, and Abel for his part brought of the firstlings of his flock, their fat portions. And the LORD had regard for Abel and his offering, 5 but for Cain and his offering he had no regard. 

You may have noticed 
that the Bible doesn't exactly say 
why Abel's sacrifice was accepted 
and Cain's was not. 
We assume 
that it had to do with the heart—

since Cain proceeded to kill his brother.
Moving  on along, 
the human condition continued to decline 
getting so bad 
that God was sorry 
that he had ever created human beings!
So as the story goes....
after wiping the world out with a flood, 
God started over... 
…and this time, 
He set down some ground rules.

He gave human beings limitations...
in the form of laws
-- the Law with an uppercase L
--the Ten Commandments.
And then,

using his own example 
of resting on the seventh day of creation, 
God instructed the people: 
"Six days you shall labor and do all your work, but the seventh day is a Sabbath of the LORD your God; in it you shall not do any work, you or your son or your daughter, your male or your female servant or your cattle or your sojourner who stays with you."
But as we know,

those people we busy making a golden calf and worshipping it 
even as God was handing the clay tablets to Moses 

on that mountaintop.
Obviously, 
laws were not going to be enough. 
There would have to be some way to enforce them. 
This is the way I understand it: 
These people had the maturity of little children
--of non-compliant toddlers 
Whose parent had to force them to take a nap!
Trying to reason with them couldn’t possibly work!
And so, 

within a very short time, 
the law was clarified to read this way: 
"Work for six days and rest on the seventh. This will give your ox and your donkey a chance to rest. It will also allow the people of your household, including your slaves and visitors to be refreshed." 
This was not a suggestion.
It was a Law, 
and if any person did not keep it, 
he or she would be severely punished.
Six days shall work be done, but the seventh day is a sabbath of solemn rest, holy to the LORD; whoever does any work on the sabbath day shall be put to death.
Well, I certainly am glad to be living in the present day and time—

--not back then! 
How much better it is 
to be free from all these Laws!
Thankfully,

we are no longer treated like children.
And thankfully, 

Jesus gave us that New Covenant 
while he was there in the Upper Room, 
and this set us free 
from the law of sin & death.
"Now I call you my friends", 
Jesus said to his disciples on that day.
And now, 
in the present day, 

Jesus says the same to us.
But, 
as we also know, 
true friendship
requires us to "grow up" 
and become mature human beings, 
...and this is not an easy thing to do--
because it requires that we use our God-given time, 
talents & energy
responsibly.
We alone are responsible for the choices we make in life. 
This we can count on:

Our bodies will tell us when we have “over-done” it!
And our minds will too.
...as will our spirit.
 
It's best not to even allow ourselves to get close 
to the point of “burn-out.”
And this is why we need rest.
And this why God gave his people a Sabbath
--so they could be refreshed--and breathe.
And it so happens… 

that this is exactly what the Hebrew word for "refreshed" means: 
"to breathe". 
We need a day to stop and catch our breath.
And which day is that? (some among us may be wondering) 
For those of Jewish faith, 
the Sabbath begins at sundown Friday 
& ends at sundown Saturday.
For most Christian worshippers, 
Sunday is considered Sabbath.
But did you know that it has not always been this way 
in the Christian church?
History informs us 
that the Saturday observance of Sabbath 
didn't automatically leave the Church 
after that first Easter morning.
For centuries afterwards, 

Christian Jews continued to worship on Saturday, 
and the Gentile Christians worshiped 

on both Saturday and Sunday.
Well, either way, 
we get to choose. 
We can worship God any day we want.
The important thing 
is that we take time 
for rest and for spiritual refreshment.
So, is work a bad thing….or not?
Contrary to what the “people of old” thought, 
work is not a bad thing
-- it is actually a good thing
--as long as one takes time to rest.
Now, let's have a little fun:
I am sure that everyone here today 

works very, very hard.
Retirees claim 
that they are working harder now 
than they ever did 
when they were employed. 
So, 
just in case and of you are wondering 
whether or not you might be a work-aholic, 
I have brought a checklist with me today:  
Let's give it a try:
You might be a work-aholic if...
- You don't drink any beverages during the day, because you'll lose time having to go to the bathroom.
-You might be a workaholic if you use your cell phone in the shower to return business calls in the morning, before work.
-you might be a workaholic if you take your laptop with you on a vacation.
-you might be a workaholic if If you feel guilty when you are not working on something.
- And, last but certainly not least: If to you, a clown is not so funny, an owl is not so wise and you think that Peter Pan cannot really fly - you are definitely a workaholic!
 
So, 

I think we can all agree 
that it is possible 
to take this work thing 

a bit too far...
Jesus was well aware of this.
Scripture informs us that he took time away from the crowds 
and went to places where he wouldn’t be recognized:
"Jesus entered a house," says Gospel writer Mark, 
"and did not want anyone to know he was there."
Well, 
what it ultimately comes down to this: 
We need balance in our lives:   
As a wise person once said, 
"All work & no play makes Jack a dull boy."
On a more professional level, 
it was psychologist Eric Erickson who said: 
"The richest and fullest lives are those that attempt to achieve an inner balance between these three realms: work, love and play.”
  
I like this concept a lot...
because I believe 
that if we can balance love, work and play in our lives, 
we will be healthy and whole.

We will be a church of individuals who work, love and play 
in ways that give us creativity and energy.
With this thought in mind, 
let's move to another level:
Did you know that ideally, 
we would all love our work so much 
that it feels more like play than work? 
My own life experiences 
have proven this to be true…for me.
But it hasn’t always been this way.
There was a time 
when I thought that feeling as though I was playing 
instead of working 
was "not a good thing." 
[talk about my first counseling client] 
Years passed, 
and I came to realize 
that this feeling was actually a good thing.
[talk about play therapy as a child's healing work]
That was 14 years ago.
Sometime between then & now, 
I learned something else that I consider very important: 
Even worship can be play!
And I wasn’t the first to discover this:

there is actually a name for it: 
"Godly Play."
[presence of Holy Spirit/describe the feeling]
So, 
as we can see, 

work can be play, 
play can be work, 
and worship can be play
--this is possible 
whenever and wherever 

the Holy Spirit is present.
The WESTMINSTER CATECHISM defines this as “the goal of life:”
"What is the chief end of man?" 
"Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him forever." 
This is work at it's very best: 
enjoying God 
is Godly play. 
And this is what makes both work and worship enjoyable: 
BEING PART OF SOMETHING BIGGER THAN OURSELVES. 
You may remember the name, Cabeza DeVaca. He was a sixteenth century Spanish Explorer. He and one other person were the only survivors of a shipwreck in the Gulf of Mexico. They were washed up on the Florida Coast.
In his account of his exploration of Florida and his Westford journey between the years of 1528— 1536, DeVaca tells how the Indians came to him and his companion asking them to cure the sick. The two white men were themselves half starved, lost and filled with blank despair, but the Indians felt that, being white men, they had superhuman power. Cabeza de Vaca felt that they had no such power. “But we had to heal them or die,” he wrote. “So we prayed for strength. We prayed on bended knees and in an agony of hunger.” Then they blessed each ailing Indian - and saw that the sick were being healed! “Truly it was to our amazement the ailing said they were well. Being Europeans, we thought we had given away to doctors and priests our ability to heal But here it was, still In our possession.”
 
Now listen to de Vaca as he goes on, writing in his journal:
 
“It was ours after all; we were more than we thought we were. To be more than I thought I was --a sensation utterly new to me.”
 
What an exciting revelation this must have been

--what an awesome experience it would be 
for us to discover 
that we are MORE 
than we think we are!
And this is where the part about "Being Honest" comes in:
We can be our true selves only if we are honest with ourselves, 
honest with others 

and with God. 
Only individuals who are authentic 
can bring glory to God 

in the life they live.
 
Apple’s Steve Jobs, 

despite his many issues, 

seemed to have realized this, too. 

Advising college graduates on the topic “How to be successful" he said: 

“Your time is limited. Don't waste it living someone else’s life. Don’t be trapped by other people’s ways of thinking. Don’t let the noise of other’s opinion drown your own inner voice. And most important, have the courage to follow your heart and intuition, they somehow already know what you truly want to become. Everything else is secondary.”
What this comes down to is this: 

We have to be able to trust ourselves.

Only then will we be able to make good choices for our lives...
...which brings us to the third sentence 

of today’s section: 

"Be Choosy."
Joshua, 

whom God chose to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land, 

knew how very important this is!
As we heard this in our first Scripture reading this morning...
Joshua told the people of Israel 

right before he led them into the Promised Land 

"...choose this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your ancestors served in the region beyond the River or the gods of the Amorites in whose land you are living; but as for me and my household, we will serve the LORD."
This passage shows the importance of “being choosy” 

of making choices that are "life-giving" 

…as opposed to life-draining and destructive.
The key seems to be this: 
We need to choose activities that will allow us 

to be filled 

as we are working.
[describe our body as a vessel for the Holy Spirit]
The truth is: 

We are always choosing.
We can't avoid choosing

--because to not decide is to decide. 
Once we learn this lesson,

we will have come a long way in discovering

"the meaning of life."
The present goal of our lives, 

then, 

is to learn to love ourselves 

as we are

-- unconditionally, 

as Christ loves us.
This means that we have to forgive ourselves 

for making unwise choices in the past 

and to give ourselves some mercy & grace. 
God forgives us....so who are we 

to withhold forgiveness from ourselves-- 
or from anyone else?
Thankfully, 

life gives us plenty of opportunities to do this. 
A friend of mine, who is wise beyond his years, explains this very well,

saying: 

"Each moment of our lives gives us opportunity to forgive someone and the chance to start our relationship over with that person."
So… let's "Work Hard." 
Let's "Be Honest." 
And let's "Be Choosy" about life. 

All who engage in work that fits this model, 
will be whole in the truest sense of the word
--complete in body, mind and spirit.
A certain straightforward individual uses everyday terms

to describe what this looks like in everyday life:
"Life offers many choices, he said. “If getting out of bed in the morning is a chore, and you're not smiling on a regular basis, try another choice."
How important it is for us to try new ways of being

--the sooner the better....
For as we know, 
our lives are a sum total 
of the choices we have made 
over the years: 
"We are who we are because of where we have been."
...and this is both a good 
and not -so- good thing!
On one hand, 
if we were to be given the chance 
to go back & do some things differently in our lives,
we would avoid much of the pain we have caused
 ourselves & others. 
But on the other hand, 
we wouldn't be the exact person we are now 
if we were to do that

if we were to change even one iota of our lives.
The challenge we have before us 

is to love the person

we are right now.

Well, 

these Scriptures 

and the other thoughts we have pondered this morning 

are all very good guidelines for living productive lives: 
.
Following these will surely help us 
have that life "that really is life."
And isn't this what we all long for?
But as we know, 

it won't happen by accident.
We must be intentional 
about working and playing and loving:

The following poem by Ralph Waldo Emerson 
brings it all together for us:
How do you measure success? 
To laugh often and much;
To win the respect of intelligent people
and the affection of children;
To earn the appreciation of honest critics
and endure the betrayal of false friends;
To appreciate beauty;
To find the best in others;
To leave the world a little better
whether by a healthy child,
a redeemed social condition,
or a job well done;
To know even one other life has breathed
because you lived--
this is to have succeeded.  

God has promised to make our lives beautiful.

A hymn has been provided to assure us of this.

It bears the name “Something Beautiful” 

and is located on page 394 of our Hymnal.




Let us sing….

