Perseverance

Lent 2 – February 28, 2010

Genesis 15: 1-12; 17-18

Luke 13: 31-35

My family teases me because I have, what we call, my tickertape.  It’s a little hard to explain but it is as if I see words visually when people speak.  The closest I have come to describing it is like an unconscious tickertape you see scrolling by on the bottom of the news channels.  It’s not quite that obvious in my mind but I do visualize words.  Sometimes I can’t remember a specific word but I’ll know that it’s seven letters long.  So perhaps because of it I am a strong speller.  Not a perfect speller by any means but generally a strong speller.  Even in elementary school.  I was usually the strongest speller in my class.  So I remember the well the word perseverance.  I was in the Citywide Spelling Bee in 6th grade.  I did well until I hit the word perseverance.  I thought the word was ‘perserverance’ so I stuck in another r right in the middle and I was wrong.  Out of the spelling bee.  I think I came in third.   So I have a longtime and very specific relationship with the word perseverance.  

Perseverance could be the theme of today’s scripture readings.  Perseverance means persistence, keeping on, determination, tenacity.  In biblical language, we might call it steadfastness.  And both of our scriptures work on the theme of perseverance as one of the core practice of the faith that enables us to live out our discipleship as baptized Christians.  Perseverance in this context doesn’t mean just mere survival or safety as a core value.  But perseverance in living into God’s reign and the power of resurrection life – even when it may become risky. 

We have had such a powerful reminder that living out our faith has risks when the head of our United Methodist Committee on Relief (UMCOR) and the head of our Volunteers in Mission for our United Methodist Church were both killed in Haiti earthquake as they were there to assist our mission work there even before the damaging quake.   They had both traveled the world and had been in dangerous situations before.  They knew there were risks.  But the persevered in their work, they kept on keeping on, to share the love of Christ in a hurting world. 

Perseverance is not always a quality that our modern world – at least our Northern hemisphere world - lifts up.  We live in a world of instant gratification – we want our microwave ovens, our email on the road, our ability to make phone calls whenever we want.  We want to borrow money to have what we want now, not later.   We have difficulty trusting in something that might take a long time to happen. 

Abram and his wife Sarai had been wanting a child.  For a long time.  For a very long time.  And now they were getting old.  The belief that they would have a child was seeming less and less likely.  Didn’t seem that it would happen.  Yet God in a dream assures Abram that he will have a son with Sarah.  And he promises him that his descendants will be as numerous as the stars.  And it says that Abram believed the Lord.   In chapter 18, when Abram and Sarah are even older and they are promised again they will have a child, Sarah laughs at the absurdity of them conceiving at their age, but Abram always trusts and believes.  Abram displays perseverance as does Sarah in her way, and they have a child and their offspring are as numerous as the stars.

I know a couple who have wanted a child for many years but it never happened.  Like Abram and Sarah they wondered about ever having a  baby.   So after many pathways, our friends moved toward adopting a baby.  Early this afternoon Melissa and I are invited to their baby shower.  And because the dad loves the same baseball team we do, their baby boy is getting a beautiful blanket and a little Padres jersey.  Perseverance.  Faith.  A gift like the stars.

Perseverance does sometimes mean having to have patience, live through detours, even stand firm in adversity.  

When a tree faces a windstorm or a snowstorm, it has two options: fall over or withstand the force.  

Leah Simpson, a writer, says she has a friend who is a landscape architect. He talks about Bradford Pear trees with great disdain because they are such a popular choice in landscaping, and yet they are weak trees. Although they look pretty, due to their poor roots and thin branches, they deteriorate in about 20 years if they do not topple in a windstorm sooner. Storms do not strengthen the Bradford Pear tree, they destroy it.

However, many other varieties of trees actually strengthen in storms. With hearty trunks and branches that flex in storms, they withstand the strength of the snow or wind and continue to grow stronger.  There are two lessons here:

The first:  Lesson of adaptation—being flexible when you face adversity (without snapping your trunk) will help you weather the storms of life.

Flexibility may seem opposite perseverance, but I think being flexible is what allows you over time to persevere.  

We have a phrase we have used in our household since our kids were little.  What is the plan for the day.  We outline the plan, we generally have a plan, but our kids, partly due to the fact that we are pastors, know that the plan can change at a moment’s notice.  And when it does, we reformulate the plan.  We change it here and there always trying to make sure that whatever is most important in are plans still happens but being willing to adapt and change – especially the things that are less important now that a crisis or event has come up.

We have been blessed with kids that are flexible.  And that flexibility allows them, like a tree, to bend and change to circumstance, but also allows them to keep their deep roots, not letting go of that which is most important.  So flexibility is part of perseverance. 

And the second lesson - to slightly rephrase a common cliché - That which does not uproot us, makes us stronger.

Being flexible when faced with adversity (without snapping your trunk) will help you weather the storms of life. Just like a Bradford Pear, if the core of who you are is brittle and inflexible, you will confront problems with rigidity and likely be uprooted.   A much better option is to look for ways to lessen the affect of the problem by shifting our attitude and actions.  Much as we don’t want to admit it, dealing with the storms of life can make us stronger. 

And of course we have all heard “that which doesn’t kill us makes us stronger,” but it is true. Be thankful in times of trial. If you are not pushed beyond what you thought was your breaking point, and survived, you will not grow.  Growth doesn’t always come from everything going well, growth often comes from adversity.  

Early Methodists, in the time of John Wesley, met in class meetings,  those small "bands of sisters and brothers" meeting weekly in each other's homes to sing, pray, read Scripture and help one another live out the General Rules that most directly helped that happen.  So we might ask one another, what, if anything, are you doing, and what are we as a worshiping community of faith providing, to assist us with strengthening our faith and perseverance.   What might you consider adding in this season of Lent so that you might grow stronger, as John Wesley put it to grow “holiness in heart and life in this life?" 

In the Gospel lesson this morning from Luke we see perseverance in Jesus, who kept moving towards Jerusalem and the cross, even when warned against it.  He knew that what he did was dangerous yet he continued his work of healing.  He kept on keeping on, at risk to himself, because of love.  That final image in Luke 13 is the image of the mother hen, gathering her chicks under her wing.  That motherly love that is willing to do anything for her chicks.  That’s Jesus’ love for us.  Persistent.  Persevering.  Unwavering.  Even to the cross. 
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