Sermon for Kirkwall for January 27, 2013
Nehemiah 8:1-3, 5-6, 8-10; Psalm 19; 1 Corinthians 12:12-31a; Luke 4:14-21
Getting Back on Track
How many of you have enjoyed hiking on trails through wooded areas?  I used to do a lot of trail hiking and I especially like the Bruce Trail up on the Bruce Peninsula.  Often hiking trails are marked with signs that show you where the trail actually is.  Sometimes, it’s not easy to see where the trial is particularly in areas that are not well-travelled.  If you want to make sure you stay on the trail, then you have to pay attention to the path as well as looking for the markers emblazoned on the trees.

Now, if you’re hiking with others and you chat away enriching others with your valuable words of wisdom or funny jokes or antics, then you might just find yourself off the trail with no markers to be found.  You discover that what you thought was the path has just ended in a bush.  You discover that not paying attention to your guiding marks has gotten you into trouble.  You’ve lost your way; you’re off the track and must find your way back.  So you have to carefully retrace your steps until you can find one of the trail markers that ensures you’re back on track.

There’s another way that I sometimes get off track while hiking.  Sometimes, I like to run along the trails; this is not always wise on the Bruce Peninsula because the bears and rattle snakes don’t like to be surprised by people running at them.  Be that as it may, there’s another problem as well.

When you’re running you need to be paying close attention to your footing and you don’t have as much time to see the markers.  When you’re running, it’s easy to miss a marker and find yourself off the track in the middle of nowhere.

Our life as Christians can be like this as well.  In some ways our life is like a journey or a hike with God; we seek to walk God’s paths of righteousness with God as our guide.  But sometimes we get off track, we lose our way because we take our eyes off of God.  Sometimes, we get so focused on the good life with our friends and family that we put God aside for awhile.  We lose focus on God.  We stop reading the Bible and praying because we’ve other things to do.  Other times, life just seems so busy that we find it hard to make time for God.  We run through life forgetting to ask God guidance for our daily lives.

When we lose our focus on God, we usually find ourselves off track.  We have to return our focus to God and seek God’s help to get back on track.  The longer we avoid getting back to God, the farther we get off track and the more trouble we get ourselves into.

This is such a common problem among God’s people; there are so many stories in the Bible about people getting off track and losing their focus on God.  In fact, all our scripture readings in some way relate to people getting off track and losing sight of God.

For example, our reading from Nehemiah is set in a time when the Jews, who had been exiled in Babylon, had been allowed to return to Israel and rebuild Jerusalem and the Temple.

Before their exile, they had turned away from God and lost their way.  They became weakened and were then defeated by their foes.  The Babylonians destroyed Jerusalem and carried away many people to slavery in Babylon.

Certain of their leaders like Ezra and Nehemiah were trying to get them back on track.  They turned to God and were blessed when a new ruler allowed them to go back home and be free again.
But many of the people were still not focused on God, so the leaders gathered the people together and the book of the Law of Moses was read to them from early morning to midday.  They were hungry for the words of God.  When they heard the words, they realized how far off track they were.  They literally wept, probably because they realized how much they had let down their God, their God who loved them so much.  I believe that they realized that through listening to God’s word they could get back on track.

This story reminds us that if we don’t make time for reading and studying the Bible and listening to God’s word, then we run the risk of getting off track.  At first, we may not even notice we’re off track but sooner or later we hit troubles that remind us just how far off track we are.  Then we need to remember to turn our hearts back to God and listen for God’s word in our prayers and in the study of scripture.

But just reading the Bible without prayerfully thinking about it can get us into trouble as well.  We can read scripture and still lose our focus on God.  We can read scripture and just listen for the parts we want to hear and make it suit our own purposes instead of God’s purposes.  One way we can avoid this problem is to read the scriptures remembering the principle teachings of Jesus.  While we read and study, we have to remember that Jesus said that all law hangs on the law of love; we are to love God with everything we have and to love others as ourselves.

If our interpretation of scripture leads to an unloving act or thought, then we need to question our interpretation.  We need to think how to apply the law of love to the situation.  This is how we stay on track with God.

I think that our readings from Luke and from 1 Corinthians teach us the importance on keeping our focus on loving God and others.

The story in Luke reminds us that many of the religious leaders of Jesus day knew the law very well and studied it regularly but many forgot the whole purpose of the law.  They thought people were there to serve the law instead of the law being there to serve the people by keeping them focused on their loving God.  Many religious rulers followed the rules very closely but at the same time forgot how God called them to bring good news to the poor, to help those who were prisoners or handicapped or oppressed, and to proclaim that God loved them and wanted to bless them with good things.

There were many poor, oppressed and sick people in their society, but that didn’t really bother them very much.  They might help a little here and a little there but the plight of the oppressed didn’t bother them that much.  They felt that they were in God’s good books because they followed the rules of the law very closely.  They knew the letter of the law but not the spirit of the law and they had gotten off track.

Jesus showed them the way to get back on track through focusing on God and God’s call to love and help others.  Those who listened to Jesus and obeyed were able to get back on track with God.

The early Christians had trouble as well.  The Corinthians had internal squabbles and divisions.  Some followed one teacher and others another.  Some spoke in tongues and lorded it over those who did not.  The Holy Spirit was at work among them but they still would get off track from time-to-time and do things that were not motivated by love.  Paul had to write letters to them to get them back on track.

He reminded them that they were one body in Christ even though they had different gifts and abilities.  Indeed, they needed each other if they were going to be a faithful church for Christ.  He called on them to work together to do the work of Christ.  Paul told them that the priority was to love one another.

When we read on into the next passage in 1 Corinthians, we find one of the most powerful calls to love and one of the most moving descriptions of love in the Bible.  However, that’s the reading for next Sunday and we’ll look at that in more detail next week.  But we know that loving God and loving each other is our number one priority.  There are no excuses that are acceptable for withholding love especially from our brothers and sister in Christ.

Paul was telling the Corinthians to get back on track by loving each other and understanding the unity we have with Jesus Christ and with each other.  He was telling them that everything was about relationships that tied people to each other and to God.  He was telling them that as a church, they had a fundamental need for each other as they worked together for Jesus.

Christians are people of the Word.  The words of God are the signposts that help us stay on track with God.  The words of scripture interpreted through Christ’s call to love help us stay on track.  If we forget to study the word of God or forget to apply it to our lives with love then we will get off track; we will get ourselves in trouble; we will give ourselves heartaches.

In your present life, how much priority do you place on prayerfully studying the Bible?

How much priority do you put on doing everything from a mindset of loving others?

Today, are you on track with God or do you need to get back on track?
Let us pray.

Loving God,

Help us to stay on track with you.

We ask that your Holy Spirit guide us as we read your word and teach us how to love even those we find difficult to love.

Help us to remember that we are one body made of many different parts and that you need us to work together to share your word and love with the world.

All honour and glory and praise be yours, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.  Amen.
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