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Today we begin a sermon series through which we will share “What Really Matters to Me” with the hope that it will encourage you to ask the same questions: What really matters to you.  That is, what is it that is of utmost importance to you?  What guides you?  Maybe another way of framing this question is; what is it that you want to be remembered for?  So, today we begin this four sermon series entitled, “What really matters to me!” 

Before I share four things that are really important to me I want to say two things. First, I realize that what I share today that while authentic for me may not be at all authentic for you.  But, I do hope you find something I say that resonates with you and encourages you to consider what it is that is really important to you.  And, the second thing I want to say at this point is that I will not focus on those things which seem to be most obvious when one considers what really matters; such as God, family, and friends…and, of course, sailing!  But, this morning what I want to share is four things that really matter to me as guiding principles or values by which I try to live my life; sometimes more successfully than others. And, of course, there are more than four things that really matter to me, but these seemed to rise above the others this week.

 So, here are four guiding principle that are really important to me.  As I share these I will highlight each with an item from my study at home that reminds me of what really matter to me.    

1. The first is a deep and abiding belief that God desire an Abundant Life for ALL of God’s children – This bust of Abraham Lincoln sits on top of a bookcase in my home study.  It is a constant reminder that we are all called to make life better for ALL of God’s children, not just the majority or dominant segment of the population.  Despite the many complicated economic, political, and military issues at stake, Lincoln knew at a very deep level that what was going on was wrong.  Somehow he knew, even if he wasn’t always completely altruistic, that one person owning another was not part of God’s desire or plan.  This bust reminds me of the heavy burden one man carried on behalf of the least fortunate ones in our country.  

The first recorded miracle of Jesus was the turning of water into wine as we heard in our reading from the Gospel of John.  I find it striking that the first recorded miracle was not some extraordinary act that transformed someone’s life.  You know; a healing miracle, or resurrecting the dead, or wiping out some devastating plague…all of which he did later.  But, it was taking water and making it into wine in order that the joy could continue.  It was a simple demonstration that God cares about even the smallest things when it comes to life being abundant.  Jesus’ first miracle was just one of many ways in which he let us know that God desires an abundant life for us, not just a life that feels like surviving…one day at a time.  God desires that there be some joy in our lives.  In chapter 10 verse 10 Jesus said, “I came that you might have life and have it abundantly.”  Now, surely that does not mean that life is to be a constant party or that we’re all to live like we won Mega-Millions, but it does mean that God wants us to enjoy the life we’ve been given by having the essentials met and by knowing that God is with us no matter what comes our way.  I believe this is what it means to strive to bring about the Reign of God on earth...to be sure all have the basic essentials and know that God is with them. For many that starts with having sufficient food, safe, affordable housing, affordable health care, being free from fear of bombs dropping on their heads.  It means a devastating earthquake that changes life forever is not the end, but can be the beginning of a new life.  It means that God desires that ALL, regardless of gender, ethnicity, religious affiliation, sexual orientation, nationality, skin color, or any other distinction we might create should be able to live with a sense of abundance.  Yes, I believe it really Matters that all have a sense of life abundant!

2. The second thing that really matters to me is my abiding belief that God desire that we have a balance in life.  This picture of the Stone Chapel at Weston Priory in Vermont where I have gone on retreat for the past thirty years reminds me that this is really important to me and to God.  You see, the brothers of the Priory live their daily life with a rhythm that invariably brings a balance to their life as individuals and to the community.  Now, you might say, that’s easy when all you have to do is sit around and pray all day.  Well, that’s not their life.  Their day begins by 5:00 a.m. and is woven with hard work (they are completely self-supporting and sufficient), with prayer and worship, play, communal meals, community conversation, and rest.   This rhythm gives them with an incredible balance in their lives as individuals and as a community.  

I don’t’ know about you, but I find that most of the difficult decisions in life are not between those that are good and just and those which are bad or evil.  No, the tough choices are the ones we face every day between that which is good and that which is just as good.  For instance, I could work all the time because what the church does is good or we as a church could keep adding and adding programs because they are all good.  But, in the end, is that really good?  Did you know that the average American today works about 600 hours more per year than in 1950?  Where is the balance in that?  Where is the time for Sabbath rest?  For many today their lives are not all that unlike the Valley of Dry Bones in Ezekiel where the life has been sucked out of them…the breath of life is gone.  They long for a breath that will bring them alive again!  There is definitely a lack of balance in so many dried out lives today.


The older I get the more contemplative I have become.  I have come to appreciate more deeply the value of pausing, listening to the birds and the waves crashing, seeing the flowers and the clouds, listening for the Still Small Voice of God in creation and those individuals around me, or simply being rather than doing.  Few of us will ever have to worry about becoming persons who aren’t productive by slowing down just a bit.  Yet, our culture and economics drive us to a state of imbalance.  I have no doubt but that this is why God created the Sabbath as a day of rest.  

When God had created all that is, on the seventh day God said, “It is good!”  Not, “I must keep working because it isn’t perfect or I could do more.”  No, God said, “It is good!”  And if that is good enough for God, why can’t it be good enough for us?  It really matters to me and I believe to God that there is a balance in life.

3. A third thing that really matters to me is believing that God calls us to occasionally Step Off the Path.  Let me explain what I mean by this.  Gary and I have two cats…one is an elegant old lady who only eats dry food.  The other is a young, lively male who only eats wet food.  Another difference between the two is how they get from spot A to spot B.  Weston, the old gal, is a creature of habit.  She moves so slowly that I have been known to comment that she will live forever as she has very few moving parts!  When she comes downstairs from the same bed she sleeps on every day to eat and then return to a different bed for her evening rest, she walks down the left side of the stairs, slinks through the living room by staying on the hard wood floor and not on the carpet, goes around behind the dining room table and finally arrives behind the bowl with her food in it and faces out into the room as she gingerly eats.  Then there is Sanji…he’s a little over two years old.  He never takes the same path twice!  He’s here, there, back here, back there, everywhere!   Sanji is eager to discover what’s new each and every day.  Each day is an adventure for him.  Weston brings our home a sense of calm.   Sanji bring us a sense of joy and barely a day goes by when he doesn’t make us laugh.  

Now, a part of me can really relate to Weston.  I find great comfort in things being the same, predictable.  But, there is also a part of me that knows I will miss out on much of what God has for me to enjoy if I stay on my safe paths.  

The story of Abraham and Sarah is a wonderful reminder that even in old age God calls us to Step Off our Path.  In their old age, Abraham and Sarah took the Sanji path of life…not knowing where they would end up.  But they trusted God would be with them.  I find this to be a wonderful reminder for me…and I think for the church the church in America today as we live in a time of rapid change.   

It really matters to me that I get off my comfortable path on a regular basis so that I will not miss out on what it is that God wants we to discover that cannot be seen from my well worn paths of life.  I believe it really matters that I Step Off my well worn Paths once in a while for there’s a lot to discover off the beaten pa and that may just be where God is waiting for me.  

4.  And a fourth thing that really matters to me is this:  “Most of the time it’s more important to loving than to be right.”  On this CD from the brothers of Weston Priory is a song the brothers have written entitled, “All I Ask of You.” The first verse begins, “All I ask of you is to forever remember me as loving you.” And in the end, isn’t that what it’s all about?   

Yet, think about how many times spouses, brothers and sisters, and best friends get into a discussion where it seems more important to be right than to be loving; only to find hours or days later they can’t even remember what the “discussion” was about but feelings have been hurt and the relationship damaged.  What was really more important, being loving or being right?    How many arguments could be resolved more peacefully and positively if being loving was more important than being right just for the sake of being right?   Now, I’m not saying in any way that this is easy.  Sometimes it is downright hard, but I think it really matters.  It gives us space to work through our differences.  

Now the one time this is incredibly difficult for me is when the issue is a justice issue; when the issue under discussion, debate, or consideration is one of justice; when it is clear that there is a right and a wrong and I have nothing personal to gain or lose.  When it comes to discrimination, poverty, homelessness, corruption, greed, and other life and death issues it is hard not to want to fight at all cost for that which is right.  This is where the Prophet Micah gives me some guidance.  Micah 6:8 says, “What does the Lord require of me?  But to do justice, love kindly, and walk humbly with your God.”  I find it interesting and helpful that Micah didn’t say that the Lord requires one thing of us, but three.  Justice without love and humility isn’t enough.  It is when I try to mesh these three that I find help with my challenge of responding to the wrong of injustice.  The challenge for me is to confront injustice in a firm way coming from a place of love and humility.  It is then, and only then, that others might possibly hear that their acts of injustice are wrong.  The correction to injustice is not to be found in being unloving or more unjust.  Nelson Mandela’s call for forgiveness and compassion to those that had supported apartheid and imprisoned him was a powerful example of justice-making with love and humility.  Yes, remembering that it is far more important to be loving than right…or at least lovingly right really matters to me.  

So, these are four of the things that are really important to me.  What’s really important to you?  What would your list look like?  Think about it.  You might be surprised.   Amen
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