Romans 12:1-3 “Discerning and Deciding” July 26, 2009

From 1987 to 1989 I was a teacher at Charlotte Latin School. It was the
custom there- as in many schools, at the end of the school year, for the students
to give their teachers gifts. I remember a fellow teacher- Jim McDaniel, who had
been there since the school’s founding, in 1969. He had a special place in a closet
in his room, filled with boxes, presents the students had given him over the years.
Many of the boxes were unopened, still wrapped in gift paper. Most of these were
long, flat boxes- just the right size for a tie. Jim already had plenty of ties, ‘teacher
ties’, with pictures of coffee mugs on them, or mathematical equations, or apples.
He said he didn’t need any more ties, so he just put the boxes away, storing them
for whatever rainy day there might be when he’d have the inclination to unwrap

one of them.

It was at year’s end that some of his students found out about this, and they
were upset, curious, and agitated. They wondered if they knew anyone who had
given Mr. McDaniel a present and what it was. So as they spent one of the last
days in school opening these gift boxes, lo and behold; they didn’t find a tie in one
of the boxes that looked like should have had a tie in it- but instead they found a
box that contained an antique pocket watch! This was the real McCoy, with a fob
and everything; a real classic. All this time, from a student 5 years before- whom
no one remembered, there was this wonderful gift that Jim had received, and he
never knew it.

The first thing he did- before the day was over, was to sit down & write a
long thank you note, and then he wore that pocket watch every single day of the
next school year.

I remember Jim telling me his antique watch story in the faculty lounge. “I
never knew what was waiting for me in that box,” he said, “and how it must have
felt for that boy who gave it to me never to have gotten a thank you note, how bad
he must have felt- taken for granted, maybe even rejected. I had this wonderful

gift waiting for me and I never knew it.”

Meister Eckhart, a thirteenth-century German mystic, put it this way: "We

own a vintage wine cellar, but we never drink from it.”
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When it comes to knowing all that God has in store for us, we are so often
unaware; we can’t see the forest for the trees, we come up empty handed and
clueless as to where to turn. We have available to us all the resources that God
can give, but we’re often so out of touch that we remain unsatisfied, still

searching; looking for more in all kinds of ways.

Today’s sermon- our eighth in this Summer Sermon Series- from the book,

Practicing Our Faith, is all about the practice of discernment. Written by Frank

Rogers, Jr., an associate professor of religious education at the Claremont School
of Theology in California, this is perhaps the most provocative and rich of the
chapters we’ve covered yet (but then again, I think that every week.) Frank gives
us a wonderful working definition of what we’re talking about—found on the
front of the bulletin cover today: Discernment is the intentional practice by
which a community or an individual seeks, recognizes, and intentionally takes
part in the activity of God in concrete situations.

Using the antique-watch-in-a-box story as a metaphor, this is to say that
there are answers to our questions available to us, rooted in the love that God has
for us all as part of God’s creation. We’re not always aware of the gifts waiting for
us when it comes time for us to discern the best of the choices we can make, and

we don’t always know how best to access those resources God has for us.

Discernment has never been an easy thing for humanity in general. History is
filled with those who have dispensed advice; who supposedly have had a corner on
the market of the mind of the Creator and the part of the plan that has our name
written on it. From medicine men, witch doctors and soothsayers to personal
coaches and consultants, there has never been a shortage of those who purport to

know how to divine an answer to our thorniest questions.

The church, in its own right, has developed some traditions of it’s own; - maybe
more reliable, faithful to the truth- less susceptible to personal whim and wishful
thinking than other traditions. (At least I think so.) The Church passes ancient, tried
and true, tested methods designed to help a person seek out guidance, wisdom and a
sense that the decision made is in accord with God’s good purposes and is the best
one possible given the circumstances. Among the sage pieces of wisdom recorded in

the Bible are words penned by the apostle Paul- who wrote these seasoned words
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while imprisoned for his faith. Hear these words today, from Paul’s letter from Rome-
to believers who were seeking the source of wisdom and guidance, from all eternity....
(from Romans 12...)

“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.

For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to think of yourself

more highly than you ought to think, but to think with sober judgment, each according
to the measure of faith that God has assigned.”

Some questions naturally enough arise out of hearing this passage: How do we
renew our minds? What gets in the way our being able to discern what is best for us,
and others, and simply do what is right- when we ought to be doing it? Why don’t we

know all the gifts that are available to us?

A host of spiritual teachers, who seldom answer questions straight on, think that the
problem is rooted in the fact that we are multidimensional beings. The human person
is made up of physical, psychological, social and spiritual dimensions. While these
dimensions are ultimately integrated into the people we are, we don’t always
appreciate these dimensions equally.

So, for example, if we at certain, ‘advanced’ age still have a full head of hair, we
might tend to think of ourselves — in some settings- as ‘he who has not yet gone bald.”
If we manage an ‘A’ in economics in school, we might quickly identify ourselves with
academic glory- and become, in our minds “the one of great intellect.” If we work as
the Chief Operating Officer in a marketing firm, we may find our attachment to this
position so complete that we say to ourselves, and others (as if nothing more could be
said), “I am a COO.” If we’ve had a powerful experience of being abandoned by
someone we love, we may so internalize that single, transitory experience that we
think of ourselves forever afterwards as ‘the rejected one.” Or, if we're successful in
quickly making friends with lots and lots of people, we may come to be known- and to

think of ourselves as ‘the charmer.”

The point is, at any given moment we are liable to equate our identity with a physical

quality, or a mental attribute, or a social role, a significant experience, or a personality
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trait. In this sense, our identity is always shifting, tending toward the most influential

current aspect of our physical, psychological, or social selves.

However, there is another aspect to human reality, a part of life that can remain
hidden, unnoticed- like an antique watch in a tie box. We are also a spiritual reality.
In our deepest selves- our eternal selves- we are daughters and sons of God in Christ.
As scripture tells us, we were knit together by God in our mother’s wombs, were given
gifts for living for God’s glory and the good of others, and were sent God’s holy child
to remind us that God’s plan for us is real and true. The images and words Jesus used
for us are well known, but not often spoken of—we are ‘the light of the world’, we are
the ‘salt of the earth’- blessed with a capacity for resilience to overcome any negative
situation from grief to persecution. We have a tried and true faith, if there ever was

one.

This spiritual dimension of our faith is profound, but is also very subtle, much
deeper under the surface of our lives than we might expect. Getting fully in tune with
it isn’t easy. So we don’t even usually recognize that this part of us is present. We
consistently make the mistake of identifying ourselves with our bodies, our minds,
our social position, or whatever--- but the deepest truth of who we are is always a
little bit more than any of that. The apostle Paul said that we hold a treasure in
earthen vessels; but I think we are more aware of the earthen vessel than the treasure.
We have an antique pocket watch in a tie box. But we are more aware of the tie box

than the antique watch.

So rather than today taking the time to go over the practical aspects of the
discernment process - step by step, I've written up a little guide on your bulletin
insert [see below], covering some good words that Frank Rogers has shared about
questions we should think about, ask, mull over, ponder—maybe to put on your

refrigerator- or on your nightstand...

For my part today, what I see as the most important issue for us to discern is to

know, for certain, that God is with us, and for us—and not against us.

The risk we live with in our lives is not that we will fail to be deserving of God’s love

for us. For God loves us unconditionally, always. The risk is that we will
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underestimate the amount of love and support that God has already given us; and we
will live unaware of that unrelenting positive affirmation for who it is we are, made in

God’s own image.

So the gift I can give you today is a reminder that we— all of us- have resources of
which we’re unaware, that unlike the antique watch, are gifts given us out of God’s
love for us, never to rust or fade or diminish; and are rooted in the eternal love and

forgiveness of our Creator.

Keeping this in mind as you go through the discernment and decisions you have to
make in life may just be the most important part of the process, for all of us. God’s
love is for each and every one of us- now and always, and of this we can be absolutely

sure. Amen.



Notes on Discernment... some criteria to guide the discernment of
authentic and unauthentic spiritual promptings.

Adapted from “Discernment,” by Frank Rogers, Jr., from Practicing Our Faith,
Dorothy Bass, ed., Jossey-Bass Publishers, San Francisco, 1997, (pp. 115-116).

« Fidelity to Scripture and the tradition. Fidelity to the essential vision of
the sacred writings is at the top of any list of criteria regarding discernment. Both
the Israelites and the Apostle Paul warned against being led by false teachers.
Applying this guideline is more complex than citing Biblical passages, however,
and requires us to know Scripture as a whole and to continue searching it with
the guidance of the Spirit.

« Fruit of the Spirit. The degree to which the outcome nurtures the fruit of the
Spirit in a person or community (Galatians 5:22-23) can help discern
authenticity. Usually, the virtue of love is given priority (1 Corinthians 13). We
can deceive ourselves about the presence of these virtues, to be sure, but over
time we are likely to notice their absence.

« Inner authority and peace. One indication of the work of the Spirit is a
deep sense of peace and calm certainty about the prompting of the Spirit. Such
inner authority is distinct from dogmatism because it is humble, serene, and
open to correction.

« Communal harmony. The Spirit works toward reconciliation and harmony
among people. The presence of this harmony is an indication of the Spirit’s
presence (1 Corinthians 3:1-3).

« Enhancement rather than extinction of life. The Spirit is a Spirit of life
and wholeness and health. Experiences and promptings of the Spirit should
contribute to personal wellness, heightened wholeness and relational health.
Insights that disempower, diminish creativity, fragment the psyche, or contribute
to relational dysfunctionality are suspect.

« Integrity in the process of discernment. A final indication that an
experience or prompting of the Spirit is the degree to which the person or
community has engaged in the discernment process with integrity. To be sure,
the Spirit blows where it will, and even the most diligent discernment does not
yield any guarantee of the Spirit’s presence. Nevertheless, a person or
community’s action is more suspect to the extent that it ignores or violates
dimensions of the practice of discernment. When groups or individuals have
refused to consider various alternatives, failed to heed advice, avoided issues of
faith and suppressed deep emotions, their decisions are suspect.

In the end, spiritual discernment depends on faith. We do our best
within the forms we have, but we ever depend on the mysterious
emergence of the Spirit who resonates and persuades, and always,
comes as a gift.



