FIRST LESSON: Deut. 11: 12-15
SECOND LESSON: John 15: 9-17
God Doesn’t Use Voicemail

Sermon © Lisa C. Farrell
As strange as this concept might be to younger people, there was a time when voicemail did not exist. I even remember being vaguely offended the first time I called someone and got a recording with a request to leave a message. Leave a message! Why aren’t you there in person to pick up? It seemed so impersonal! Of course back then all telephones were also attached to the wall by curly things called cords, and dialing a number was literal—no such thing as push buttons. As for cell phones, well “beam me up Scottie,” that was just beyond the pale! 
We have all learned since then to live with voice mail. Sometimes it’s a help, and other times, like when we’re trying to speak to a human-being when calling a corporation, a huge exercise in frustration. God, however, has never gotten with the program. God does not have voicemail, which is really good, because some of the suggestions for the phone tree message God might consider using are not ones I’d want to hear. Picture it:
Thank you for calling Heaven. I am sorry, but all of our angels are busy helping other sinners right now. Your prayer is very important to us, and we will answer it in the order it was received.  Please listen carefully to the following options: 

If you would like to speak to:

· God the Father, please press 1.

· For Jesus, please press 2.

· For the Holy Spirit, please press 3.

· If you would like to hear King David sing a Psalm while you are holding, please press 4.

· To find a loved one who has been assigned to Heaven, press 5, then enter his or her social security number followed by the pound sign. If you get a negative response, please hang up and try area code 666.

· For reservations in heaven, please enter J-O-H-N 3:16 

· For answers to nagging questions about dinosaurs, the age of the earth, life on other planets, and where Noah's Ark is, please wait until you arrive. 
When we were created, we were made to be in perfect communion with God. Communication between the divine and human was open. And until sin entered the picture, it wasn’t even a struggle. But once human nature became corrupt, like children being told to call home, relating to God became something we had to be told to do. The Old Testament law spelled out the requirements very clearly. “And now, Israel, what does the LORD your God ask of you but to fear the LORD your God, to walk in obedience to him, to love him, to serve the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, and to observe the LORD’s commands and decrees . . .” These instructions were given for our good, because when we live in harmony with God and with one another life is good. But we couldn’t do it. We couldn’t keep our part of the arrangement.

God recognized our total inability to keep the covenant when God spoke through the prophet Jeremiah promising a new covenant. Jeremiah said: “the days are coming when I will make a new covenant . . . I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people. No longer will they teach their neighbor, or say to one another, ‘Know the LORD,’ because they will all know me, from the least of them to the greatest . . . For I will forgive their wickedness and will remember their sins no more.” (Jeremiah 31: 31-34) This promise of a new covenant was fulfilled in Jesus Christ. Through Jesus we have been forgiven and have been reunited with God. This is awesome! So why do we still struggle?

There is a difference between grace, and cheap grace. We all want cheap grace. We want all the benefits and none of the work. We’re like 18-year-olds who want to have a college degree without attending a single class. God gave us a full scholarship! Why can’t we just instantly know everything and get the diploma? After all, Jesus died for us. We’re in. We don’t have to actually DO anything, do we? We don’t have to change our attitude and outlook on life? We don’t have to face ourselves honestly in the mirror, let go of our greed, our fears and our carefully constructed defenses against the world? I mean, after all, we’re Presbyterians. Let’s not get carried away with this whole God thing. God’s for Sundays. Jesus shouldn’t interfere with my work life, or my family life, or my sex life, or the way I handle my money, should he?
Communion with God may have been effortless before we were corrupted by sin, but it’s not now. Furthermore, God did not come to redeem us for only an hour on Sunday mornings. This is an all or nothing proposition. We’re in, or we’re out. There is no such thing as being a little bit Christian any more than there is any such thing as being a little bit pregnant. And we have to work at it. We have to cooperate with God’s grace and ask the Holy Spirit to help us remain in God’s presence, because our natural tendency will be to do just the opposite. We pull away from God without even thinking about it. It happens so quickly we’re hardly aware of the process. Like the seed thrown among the thorns that Jesus spoke of in a parable there are plenty of thorns and weeds available to choke our spiritual lives. (Matt. 13: 3-9) Human sinfulness looks for any opportunity to avoid God and to put something else in God’s place. 
So how do we remain in God’s love? Jesus says we do this by keeping his commandments. Jesus’ commandments are not complicated. They can be summed up in a two short statements found in Matthew’s gospel. “‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind,’ and ‘Love your neighbor as yourself.’” (Matt. 23: 37-39) But in John’s gospel Jesus takes it one step further. Not only are we to love one another as we love ourselves. We are to love one another as he loves us. This is a much higher standard. My love, even my love for myself, is imperfect, and if I hate myself then my response to others will be crippled because my own self-loathing will be inflicted on those around me. We see parents who think little of themselves pass this deadly legacy on to their children all the time. Those who hate themselves teach their children that they are worthless. But Jesus’ love is pure and perfect. Jesus’ love is such that he lays down his life for us. This is the kind of love that should fill our hearts and lives, love for God, for one another, and for ourselves. When we remain in this love our joy will be full. 
Finally, Jesus told his disciples, and by extension us, that if we do this, if we love God and one another, we will no longer be called slaves of God, but friends of God. A slave is not privy to what the master thinks or plans, but a friend is. It is the friend of God who will bear much fruit, because a friend of God is in touch with the source of all life.
Jesus was speaking to his immediate disciples, to individuals who had left everything and spent three years with him on the road. We haven’t done that. By comparison with this level of commitment most of us feel like distant acquaintances of God, not friends. It’s intimidating. How can we even begin to think we could be called friends of God? Many of us even hesitate to bring our concerns to God in prayer because we think we might be bothering God. We sort of expect that at our level of intimacy we should just leave a voicemail message, and God might get around to it at some point, but probably not. We’re shocked when not only do we find ourselves with a living connection to God, but in Christ we are invited directly in to the presence of God. God throws the door open and says, “Come on in!” And what do we do? We act like Adam and Eve in the garden running around looking for the nearest fig leaf. (Genesis 3: 6-10)
As I was struggling this week over exactly WHY it is we have such a hard time opening ourselves up to God’s love it occurred to me that the reason is because we don’t trust that that’s what we’ll get. Unconsciously we think that if we open ourselves up to God we’re going to get called on the carpet. Now don’t get me wrong. If by chance I am doing something immoral like having an affair or embezzling funds, the Holy Spirit will convict me of it, but the Spirit works in us, not on us. We will not be clobbered. Instead we will feel a pressing and urgent need to stop doing whatever it is we are doing wrong and make it right. God’s love is not negligent indulgence. It is real love, powerful, sustaining and total. God’s love wants the best for us and for those around us. But God’s love is true. It is not conditional. It is not moody. It does not change. God chose us, and appointed us to bear fruit in our lives, to be joyful, not miserable. My challenge to us all this week, myself included, is to make time to dwell with God, to sit quietly in God’s presence, and to remain in God’s love. Only then will we be able to begin to bear the kind of fruit we were designed for. Amen. 
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