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Cleaning Up the Clutter of Our Lives: Slow Down
Hosea 10:12
Good Morning again! As now noted I have been here five years. I started in 2001 on Valentine’s Day, and in five years I have learned a lot of things about you - most of them are good. You have learned some things about me and most of them are good, right? It is a mutual relationship we have here. I would say, really honestly, White Clay is (if you are looking for a home church), White Clay is a good church. It is a cut above most churches. If you compare it with the average Presbyterian Church, it is way beyond the average Presbyterian Church. It has been a privilege. I am honored to be your Pastor. It is a badge of honor, I believe, to say I am the Pastor of White Clay, in the Presbyterian denomination and in our community. 
Over the five years I have learned to care about you a lot, and over those five years I discerned something. If there is an area of life that I am most concerned for you, if there is any advice I could give you, if there is any help, any encouragement, it would be in this area. I would like to deal with it, starting today, because it is an area, I think, that has done and does do the most damage in peoples lives, at least in the White Clay region. Note that I am preaching to myself as well this morning. 
This area is crippling you. It is crippling a lot of people in our culture and in our community. It is robbing people of their joy. It is choking out their relationship with God. It is producing unhealthy levels of stress in your and my life. It produces a less productive life. It robs people of adequate time to spend with their children and grandchildren, to raise them in such a way that protects them from the world and makes them resistant to the temptations the world offers. My fear for many of your children is they are going to go into the world and just be gobbled up. The world is a hard place today and unless you intentionally raise them to commit their lives totally to Christ, the world is going to chew them up and spit them out! This area of our lives is also producing high levels of stress, which has taken a toll upon our health, body, mind, emotions and spirit. It blocks people from hearing God. It has gotten so bad that I have known people to do their work during worship. The claim is, “Oh, I am multitasking.” You can multitask during the sermon, that is very possible, but you can’t multitask with God. You can hear me, but you will never hear from God! 
There is only one way you can hear from God and Psalm 46:10 says it, “Be still and know that I am God.” The only way we ever are going to hear from God is to be still, to be silent, to have a singular focus. The area of life I would like to deal with today and in the next seven weeks is clutter. I am not talking about your homes, but many of your homes, like mine, are cluttered. It’s why most of us don’t invite others over—it’s because their homes are a mess. It is symptomatic though of what is happening in our lives. Our lives are full of clutter; they are overloaded. I think of the Parable of the Sower. If there is soil, one soil, that represents our lives today, it is the soil that is full of thorns and thistles, weeds.  Our lives are so cluttered that God’s Word can’t find root; instead it is choked out by the “cares of this world and the lure of wealth.”  (Matthew 13:22) 
My hope is that in the next seven weeks we can unclutter our lives to make room and space for God. This cuts across all services; it cuts across all generations. Just because you are retired it doesn’t mean you have all the time in the world, does it? Sometimes those of you who are retired  are the most stressed; you can also live a very hectic, overcrowded life. Your life is the most hurried.  So, it cuts across all ages. 
Now some don’t care for series….. “Why do you preach in series?” they ask.  The reason I preach in series is I preach for life change. Most pastors preach from the lectionary. What is a lectionary? Well the lectionary is created by a committee of people who don’t live in this community, who don’t even know you, and they create these cycles of verses that have no connection with each other. So every time you come to worship you get bible potpourri. You get shotgun spirituality, BB’s scatter widely and it hits some people but not most. It is a hit and miss type of preaching. It’s grab bag growth. You grow, but in a haphazard way and in a way that you do not necessarily need at the time. You get bible knowledge but you do not experience life change. Life is changed when you have a sustained focus. It is how you learn everything. Think about it…You don’t learn English by one day looking at grammar and the next day looking at calculus and the next day looking at geography, and then geometry. You learn English through a sustained focus on English, don’t you? How did you learn engineering, those of you who are engineers? Did you learn engineering by looking at math one day and physics the next day and world history the next? No, you learned engineering by sustained focus. That’s why I preach in series rather than through the lectionary or by jumping around the Bible each week. The only way we are going to change and become more like Christ and experience the power of God in our lives is to have a sustained focus on one area of our lives at a time. 
Plus, what I dislike about lectionary preaching is, not only is it created by people who don’t know you and don’t live in your community and, as a result, have no idea about the needs and struggles that we face, it also presumes that all of life’s problems can be dealt with in a fifteen to eighteen minute sermon. They can’t!  Life is not a sitcom. You can’t solve life’s hard problems in one half of an hour. It takes a much longer time. There are no pat answers. A lot of churches give pat answers, but not this one. Life and its questions and its problems sometimes take a long time to deal with and unpack. That is my hope. This topic is not an easy topic, not one you can deal with in any one sermon. It is going to take time. 
So for the next seven weeks we are going maintain a sustained focus on creating margin in our lives. That’s the image for this series. When I was in college I had a professor who would, with every paper, get his ruler out and measure my margins, and he would draw a line down the page to mark where the margin is supposed to be, on both sides of the page (the left and right margin).  Always, I violated those margins and he sent the paper back saying, “Fix your margins.” Well, that is my hope for you as well. Many of us live lives that are violating the margins that God has established for us. This morning and for the next seven weeks God is going to take his ruler out and measure our lives by His Word. He is going to show you where the lines are to be drawn, and you will see where your life is in relation to those margins. Throughout the next seven weeks I want you to ask this question: “Lord, show me where the margin violations are in my life?” 
There is something about a paper that has wide margins, isn’t there? It is attractive. You want to read it. The same thing is true of our lives. There is something attractive when we have margin in our life. Life is inviting when it is lived un-crowded by demands for our time. That is my prayer for you – that you discover where those margin violations fall in your life and that you add margin back to your life. The verse that comes to mind for this entire series is Hosea 10:12. Here is what it says, “Plant the good seeds of righteousness, (righteousness means right living or living God’s way). Plant the good seed the way God wants you too and you will reap a harvest of unfailing love. Plow up the hard ground of your hearts for now is the time to seek the Lord.” Plow up the hardness of your hearts for now is the time to seek the Lord. 
Let’s pray. Lord and that is what we do this morning. That is what we are here for. Now is the time to seek you. Lord may we plow up the hard ground of our hearts and help us to listen to what your spirit is saying to us so we can live significant, meaningful, unrushed lives. We pray all these things in Christ’s name. Amen.           
Well, how do you add margin to your life? All of us know the answer to that - you have to slow down. The question is: “How do you slow down?” That is the more difficult one. There are four things that we can do that will help us slow down and, as a result, add margin to our lives. 
The first thing to do, step one, is not to clear your schedule. I have gone to many time management seminars and the first thing they say is “clear your schedule. Get your day planner out; cross the things out that you shouldn’t be spending time on.” That is the wrong step, I think. It is not the first step to add margin to our lives, because it does not deal with the underlying causes that drive us to do too much. As a result, those who move things from their day planner ultimately discover that in a few months, their planner is full again, just with different commitments. It will always happen that way until you deal with the underlying reasons as to why we live overcrowded, very rushed, lives. 
So the first step to restore margin to our lives is to stop the constant push for more. To stop the constant push for more, you have to ask yourself some very tough questions. You have to look within yourself and ask: What is driving me? Why must I always have more? Why must I always achieve more in my career? Why must I have more in my bank account? Why must I have more activities on my schedule? Why are there so many activities on my children’s schedules? Why do I need more experiences and thrills and pleasures when they are killing my health, when they are ruining my family, when they are ruining my marriage, when they are ruining my spiritual life? What is it that drives us to some very bad choices? What is wrong with being content with what I have? What is wrong with contentment? 
The issue I am talking about is….ambition. There is nothing wrong with ambition. Scripture preaches against sloth, about laziness, but ambition can be pushed to unhealthy extremes, can’t it? I have seen lots of it. Pushed to extremes ambition can cause you to have no time for God, no time for your family, no time for your own health. I understand this because I was like that, and at times I still am. The mission team saw some of that this past week. In college I took 18.5 hours every semester and then, just to see if I could, I took 20.5 hours, just to see if I could. After college I worked three jobs - one full time and 2 part-time. Why? It is madness. I was caring for my mom and my three brothers and sisters. It was madness. 
What drove me? The same thing that drives all high achievers – insecurity. The one thing that drives all high achievers is insecurity. Insecurity is based in the belief that if I only achieve enough, if I only gain enough, if I only have enough respect in the eyes of people (usually it is my parents), if I only do these things, and accomplish these things, and have this position, and get these possessions, then I will feel good about myself. Others will see me as a winner, not a loser. 
If there is nothing else you get from this message, get this - your worth has nothing to do with your work. Your worth has nothing to do with your work or your wealth. If you constantly make that connection, your life will always be stressed. Your self-worth is based upon two eternal things: 1. You were created by God and for God, and, 2. Jesus died for you. God gave up his most prized possession because he wanted to win you - that is how important you are. The value of anything is determined by the price paid. Think of the price God paid for you! That is the basis of your self-worth. 
So how do we add margin to our lives? Well, we slow down. How do you slow down? You get to the root of what drives you, what causes you to live outside the margins of a healthy life, the margins that God has provided. Where are those margin violations in your life? You have to be frank; you have to be honest with yourself. Will more really make you happy?  Will more really make you happy? 
There is something else that causes people to push for more and that is comparison. How many of you have looked across the street or have driven to a better subdivision than you are in and said, “Man, would I like to have that. I would be so happy.” Who says those people living in those other subdivisions are happy? Most of them aren’t. 
I think of Act 3:1-10. Peter and Paul approached this man who is crippled. It is a famous text where it says “silver or gold have I none, but in the name of Jesus rise up and walk,” and the guy rises up and walks. The Sanhedrin gets all bent out of shape and asks, “How was this man healed?” and Peter says this, “It is in Jesus’ name and the faith that comes through him, that has given this complete healing as you can all see. Repent then and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord.” I think the Lord is saying the same thing to us. We may not be physically crippled, but many of us are spiritually and emotionally and relationally crippled. We are crippled by a poor self-image. We are crippled by comparisons. We are crippled by this rush to life. God is saying repent and turn to me so that your sins can be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord. 

The second step of slowing down comes from the slogan I heard during the Reagan administration. It was one that was really good, I think. It really has a ring of truth and that is “just say no.” The second step for finding margin, building margin back into our lives, is learning to say no - but ‘no’ to the right things, not ‘no’ to the wrong things. So often I find Christian people saying no to the wrong things -  saying no to worship, no to bible study, no to prayer, no to service, no to ministry (we are just too busy), no to our children, no to taking care of our health. 
My wife works, as you know, at Red Lion as a teacher. One of the burdens she shared with me, and one of the burdens I know all teachers have (and this is in Christian homes, people) are the number of children who walk around dressed in black, and how many kids are failing and don’t care. Why don’t they care? It is not because of abuse; it is not because of negligence. It is because their parents are ignoring them. Dressing in black represents how they feel about themselves. They feel as though they don’t matter and they feel that way because that is what we say to them when we ignore them. And we ignore them because our lives are too busy. We say in our actions that “You don’t matter, or at least not as much as these reports, or my club or this phone call, etc.” Other things are more important. 
We make to do lists. All of us have them. I think we need to make “don’t do” lists as well. Rather than making your to-do list, make a don’t-do list. Write down things that you shouldn’t do. Another idea I have to help us say “no” to more activities is to evaluate each item on our schedule by asking these questions: Is it worth my time? Is it worth my energy? Is it worth my life? Is it worth my family? Is it worth my spouse? Is it worth my spiritual life? Is it worth my eternal life? 
January and February is a good time for New Year’s resolutions. Most of us make this resolution, of going on a diet and losing weight. What is a diet? Going on a diet means simply limiting our intake of food. But that doesn’t last very long, and soon enough, we are back eating the same old things. Why? Why do most diets fail? The key to dieting is just two simple things: 1. Eating right and, 2.Exercising. Exercise takes time though. You can’t exercise until you have time to exercise. So the first thing you need to do in order to diet is to take a “diet” from something else other than food. You need to go on a diet from activity. Many of us need to go on a diet, but it is not a diet from food, it is a diet from activity, limiting the activities in our lives and the lives of our children. 

Third, if you want to add margin to your life obey God’s fourth commandment!  You know the commandment. You can work six days. You can go hog wild. You can work 24/6, but God says “The seventh day is mine.” Now I can’t do that. I work on Sundays, as you know, so it means that I have to take a different day. I take Fridays off, a 24 hour period where I don’t work. You need to do the same thing. You need a day off from activity. During that time I encourage you to do three things and only three things. There are three purposes for a Sabbath. 
(I am sure right now in your mind you are saying but Pastor when I relax I feel guilty. Well, Jesus didn’t, and he is our model. If you are feeling guilty about relaxing, then you are following the wrong model for your life. Jesus relaxed, took a day off, and didn’t feel guilty for it.)

Do these three things during your Sabbath. First, rest your body. You are not a machine. If you don’t rest physically, you will break down; you will become ill. Secondly, recharge yourself emotionally. You do that by being quiet, being still, and by enjoying and being in relationship with others. That is how you recharge yourself emotionally. Thirdly, refuel your spirit. Come into church for a full spiritual tune-up. Really, worship is unique in that there is nowhere else you can go that gives you the perspective that you get in worship, that you get in church. That is true. Think of any other place. Where else do you get the perspective that you get here? You don’t get it in front of the TV set. You don’t get it at a football game or baseball or hockey game (you name the game). You are not going to get the perspective in life that you get here anywhere else. If you are too busy for worship, then you are too busy. If you are too busy for God, you have isolated and alienated yourself from the very reason you exist. You were created by God and for God; that is why you are here. Don’t miss out on that. 

The fourth step to take to slow down and add margin to our lives is to wait - wait for God’s timing. Do you have a dream for your life? Close your eyes for a second. What is your dream? Where is it you are trying to get to? Imagine what it is you want out of life. What are you trying to reach? 
You know what? The good news is that God wants the same exact thing as you. He will get you there, not on your timetable, but on his. The reason why I think many of us live stressed-out lives is we try to get what we want outside of God’s timing. We rush to get there and, as a result, we try to purchase more than we can afford. That causes us to work to pay on what we purchased before we could afford it. The result is a life without margin, trapped in a job we do not like, all because we tried to grab the gold ring ahead of God’s timing, whereas God would have provided it, but without cost. If we are going to add margin to our lives we need to wait on God’s timing. God will give you the things that you want, but in his good timing. 
Ecclesiastes says this (it is a good passage), “What do people really get for all their hard work? I have thought about this in connection with the various kinds of work God has given people to do. God has made everything beautiful for its own time.” Note God has made everything beautiful, but in his time, his own time. “He has planted eternity in the human heart, but even so, people cannot see the whole scope of God’s work from beginning to end. So I conclude that there is nothing better for people to do than to be happy and enjoy themselves as long as they can. People should eat and drink and enjoy the fruits of their labor for these are gifts from God.” 
Now you can read this passage and mistakenly conclude that it teaches an ethic of “eat, drink and be merry,” but that is not what the passage is saying at all. It says that you will enjoy your life better when - and read the last part – “for these things are gifts from God.” When you see your life as a gift from God, you will enjoy it more. What is a gift? A gift is something you do not own. It is something that is given to you. If you do not own it means someone else does, and if someone else owns it, and this person happens to be God, then it will only work if we live it the way God has intended it. Are you living your life as a gift from God? Are you living it as he intended you to live it? Are you waiting on God and his timing to provide for your living, or are you reaching out into the future and buying now what God has for you later when you can actually afford it!
 If you do these things you will discover margin in your life. Instead of grabbing the gold ring, or climbing the ladder, I encourage you to live your life the way God wants you to do - with integrity. As you do that you will receive blessings without cost, the cost of your life or health or stress and all the other stuff. 
So how do you restore margin? How do we restore margin into our lives? The answer is a slow-down. Well, how do you slow down? Take these four steps. Notice I made the word s-l-o-w out of them, so you can remember it better.


S-stop the push for more. Let God be your driving force. 

L-learn to say no and say no to the right things not the wrong things.

O-obey God’s fourth commandment- take a Sabbath. 

W-wait upon him and his timing. 
If you do these things, you will restore margin. Is that what you want? Do you want order restored to your life? Do you want to get your life back on track? Are you tired of being tired? Are you tired of living an overloaded, frantic, stressful, frustrated life? If so, I ask you to commit to two things. Commit yourself to be in worship for the next seven weeks in a row, and secondly, take the first step this morning and resolve to give your life back to God and put it under his control. 
If you are ready to do that what I want you to do is bow your head and pray this prayer with me. Take some time, a moment of silence. Think about whether this is the step you want to take. Think about it for a second, and then I will lead you in a prayer. Are you tired of being stressed-out? Are you tired of a frantic life? Do you want to hear from God?...

 Then pray with me, repeat after me, “God, I want to give you my life, all of it! Here is the good, the bad, and the ugly. Take all the pieces. Take my schedule, my ambition, dreams, accounts, goals, faults and failures. Take it all. Help me Jesus to make sense of life. Heal me from insecurity and a poor self image. God make a fresh start in me. Shape a genesis week out of the chaos of my life. Shape a genesis week out of the chaos of my life in Jesus’ name. Amen 
