Sermon: “Prediction #3 for 2011: The Holy Spirit will still move”
Scripture Reading: Romans 8:14-17

14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are children of God. 15 For you did not receive a spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received a spirit of adoption. When we cry, "Abba! Father!" 16 it is that very Spirit bearing witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ — if, in fact, we suffer with him so that we may also be glorified with him. 

Introduction: Have any of you ever heard of something hikers call trail magic? Well, I had never even heard the word until my son, Timothy, returned home from hiking the Pacific Crest Trail, alone, at the age of 24. 
His hike began at Inyokern and ended at Mammoth, stretching across 260 miles, covering a period of 21 days. 
Jim and I had no contact with him the whole time so there was no way to know whether or not he was safe. Even if he had taken his cell phone with him, there would have been little or no reception. All we could do was pray…which we did--a lot.

According to experienced hikers, a backpack should only weigh a maximum of 40 lbs, about a fourth of the person’s body weight. And this meant that much advance planning went into what he could carry with him. So he mailed packages of food and other supplies before he left--to various “stop points” called “drops” along the way. The plan was: By the time a hiker arrived at those locations, the needed supplies would be there waiting for him or her. 
But, as it is true for all of our lives: Things do not always go as planned. 
Only 3 days into his hike, the tops of Tim’s shoes began to separate from the soles, and sand began to get inside, causing sores to form between his toes--everyplace the sand was rubbing. Tim knew then that he was facing a huge dilemma. 
Anyone who has ever been alone in the great outdoors for an extended period of time will tell you that he or she has never felt more vulnerable than during these moments of their lives. When alone in the wilderness, a person becomes hyper-aware of the basic necessities of life—food, water, and safety. They know that their survival depends on these, so when things do not go as planned, feelings of vulnerability--and sometimes even helplessness--begin to set in.  
And it is in that moment that the door opens--for that mysterious thing known as trail magic.

[pause]

For Tim, the first experience of this mystery came on that 3rd day when he came across a place called Reds Meadows. It happened at one of those stops where people mail supplies to themselves—only, he hadn’t mailed himself anything to that place—because he had only just begun his hike. At each stop, there was something called a “free box” where unclaimed or unwanted items had been placed. It was there in that “free box” that Tim found a pair of brand new hiking boots—exactly his size! Clearly, he had just had his first experience of trail magic. 

New boots on his feet, Tim continued on, and things went along pretty much as planned—until he misread his map, got off course, and missed his next stop, where he was to pick up the food he had mailed himself. He may not be alive today, he says, if it weren’t for a group of Boy Scouts who suddenly appeared. They had exactly what he needed --a better map--that could get him where he needed to be, and a five pound bag of raisins some corn chowder to sustain him along the way. It was clear that he had experienced trail magic once again. 

By now, Tim was starting to figure out this mystery called trail magic. He even met a few individuals who were known as trail angels, persons who had made it their mission in life to assist hikers points along the trail by loading their 4 wheels with gallons of water and other supplies and be available to hikers who had reached that point of vulnerability and helplessness. The boy Scouts that he met that day were trail angels—as was a certain “mountain man” --long white beard and all--who would set up camp each year on his own birthday, and on that day, he would cook 3 meals—for any hikers who happened by on that day.

The “high point” of Tim’s journey came after he had hiked a full day in the snow. Each step had become a drudgery as his boots became stuck in the deep snow. It was at the elevation of 13,000 ft that Tim reached the highest point of his journey, and what he discovered, he could hardly believe! There before his eyes was a shelter—a one room hut made out of rock. He entered and saw that there was a fireplace—it evidently was a place where hikers could rest awhile, make themselves a fire and get warm. When he looked around, he saw that there was only one item in the shelter--it was a Bible on the fireplace mantle. He picked it up and looked inside. There he saw that certain passages had been marked--evidently by various hikers throughout the years—Each had marked Scriptures that had come to have special meaning for them along their journey—passages that made references to being in the wilderness and hungering and thirsting—to being vulnerable and helpless. Isaiah 40:31 spoke most clearly to Tim, giving him the encouragement he needed to continue on his way: Those who wait for the LORD shall renew their strength, they shall mount up with wings like eagles , they shall run and not be weary,

they shall walk and not faint. 
It was at that moment that it became apparent to Tim what was meant by the term trail magic: 
Out there alone in the wilderness, a person is dependent on the goodwill of others—to provide the help they need. If they are “tuned in” and aware, that help will come: A trail angel will either be there—or will have been there--ahead of them—preparing the way.

So, by now you might be wondering: “What does this have to do with church and God?” 
Well, it so happens that our answer can be found in today’s Scripture reading! 
The hike along the Pacific Crest Trail can serve as a metaphor for our own journey through life on this earth. 
Just as a hiker is led by that mysterious thing called trail magic, we “children of God” are led by the Spirit of God. 
This is what Paul teaches us in his letter to the Corinthian church. 
When we cry out to God for help, that very Spirit bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and God will be with us---wherever we may be. 
The promise is: We are never really alone. God is always with us. 

And when the road of life gets rough, God’s glory will shine through—it will shine through those trail angels—persons who appear bearing food--water, or a pair of new hiking boots. 
The help they offer may come in the form of a warm fire, or a Bible--or in the form of a hand reaching out to us, a smile, or an encouraging word.
The truth is: No one ever promised that would be easy. 
Life is often difficult—filled with all kinds of obstacles and challenges. 
At times, we will suffer. 
But --- as it has been said: What doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. 
For children of God, this strength can come in many forms—like courage and hope--and the desire to help others who are in need. 
On this journey that we call life, the Spirit of God is our trail magic, and we are one another’s trail angels. Only when we have experienced difficulties and challenges of our own can we empathize with others and want to reach out and help them.
So, we can see that Prediction # 3 is definitely true: In the year 2011, “The Holy Spirit will still move!” Thanks be to God for this great gift! Amen!
