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Pastor: Richard Pfeil

Remembering What Matters Most

Psalm 39:4; 90:12 (NLT)

[Soloist sang “Beulah Land”]

We can experience Beulah Land even now.  Jesus himself, when he was here, said that the kingdom of God is here, it is at hand. A Beulah-Land-type of experience, this presence of God in our lives, this calm, this peace. I love the line “when time doesn’t matter anymore.”  Don’t you yearn for a time in your life when time doesn’t matter anymore? Well margin is like that – it’s when time just doesn’t matter anymore. We can experience that when, as Jesus said, when we follow him. As we follow him (which is what being a Christian is), we will experience an abundant life. Are you experiencing an abundant life? Many in our culture are not. Our culture has this promise, a promise similar to God’s own promise of abundant life; our culture promises us “the good life.” 

How good is the “good life” our culture promises? In the book “Margin” by Richard Swenson (again I encourage you to get the book), he said something that I find very troubling. He says that four out of five Americans (people who are following the “American Dream”) are experiencing a lot of stress and to deal with it.. 4/5 … to cope with this “good life,” rely on tranquilizers or anti-depressants. 
Now again, I am not anti-medication. They can be helpful at times. My own Mom used them. Often, though, they are simply a mask, covering up a much bigger problem, that if not dealt with, will continue to fester and make our lives worse. What is that problem? Margin… or the lack of it. What is margin?  It is breathing space, time to live and enjoy life. 

Do you know what this means? It means (and this is the troubling part) that millions of suburbanites (He’s getting personal here because he is talking about us), “millions of suburbanites have found that the good life is only endurable under sedation.”  Millions of suburbanites have found that the good life promised by our culture is only endurable under sedation.  

Every community that I have been in has struggled with drug and alcohol addiction. People wonder… “What would cause a person to drink so much? What is so enjoyable that they are willing to destroy their health and their family life. How can anyone desire it that much? People will ruin themselves economically, mentally, occupationally, socially… just to enjoy the contents of a bottle. What drives them? Dr. Swenson tells us:
“Alcoholics believe that the world they enter in through alcohol is preferable to the life they leave behind.” Wow! Isn’t that tragic? And it calls into question this thing, this creation of ours we call “The Good Life.”  So, I ask you, how good is this “good life” our culture promises? 

Some people call this the age of anxiety, the age of depression. Mental and emotional disorders are multiplying; if it were a disease we would call it an epidemic. Mental and emotional disorders are not that prevalent in third world countries. Did you know that? It inflicts western cultures! Why? Maybe they know something that we don’t? Maybe they have something we need to recapture? What do they have that we do not?? Margin! They may not have all the modern conveniences but they have something we had but lost…Margin, space to breath, time left over at the end of a day to live! That’s the culprit that we must unmask and identify and attack!
How? How do we rebuild margin. Before we even think about the “How” what we need to do is find the motivation to do it. If we aren’t motivated to change, we will never change. We will never rebuild margin into our lives until we are motivated to do so. One way to motivate ourselves to do what we know we should and ought, is to remind ourselves, again, and again, and again, what matters most in life. Which is what we are going to do this morning, focus on what matters most! This morning you are not going to hear anything new. Everything I am going to say today has been said before. It’s just good to be reminded. I want to remind us all of three important truths, truths that I hope will motivate us (and I am speaking to myself as well) to rebuild margin into our lives. 

Before we get there let’s just stop for a word of prayer. Heavenly Father I just come before you and  pray for your presence to be amongst us. We live in a strange world. We live in a culture that is driven, and a lot of us have been caught up in it, with out questioning it. And it is affecting us. It is affecting our health, affecting your church, affecting our families. What we need to do is stop and evaluate our lives and say, “Are we going in the right direction?” As a Christian, when we say that we believe in you and we trust in you as our Lord and Savior, the question is, are we following you or are we following our culture? So Lord re-direct our lives. Help us to hear your bidding to come and follow you. Help us to live in a Christian counterculture that does things differently; does things your way. So that we may experience this abundant life you promised, something that seems like a dream for some but a real promise to those who follow you. Show us how! We pray in Jesus’ name. Amen.          
Well how do we get at this abundant life instead of the good life? Let’s start with 1 Corinthians 14:1. It says this, “Let love be your highest goal.” Love is not to be in the top ten of our lives. It says in this verse that love is the most important thing in our lives. It is what life is all about. 1Corinthians 13, which is called the “love chapter,” says, no matter what you say or what you do, without love you are bankrupt. Without love we are bankrupt. 

One of the game shows my family and I like to watch is “Who Wants to be a Millionaire?” Have you ever watched “Who Wants to be a Millionaire?” We have even tried to get on the show - called in and tried to answer the questions to qualify. What Jesus would say to us in response to “Who wants to be a millionaire?” is “You can have a million, but if you don’t have love, you are bankrupt.” You are penniless! We are paupers without love. Life is not about what is in our account. Life is about making our lives count. And what makes our lives count are relationships, and the love that we share within those relationships. 

I will repeat something I have said a dozen times. It’s an old adage but I will repeat it again and again because but it is true: When you die what do you want around you? Imagine that you are on your deathbed  (most people don’t want to, but imagine it). What is it that you want around you? Will you ask for your diploma? Will you ask for the name plaque that was on your desk or on your wall? Will you ask to be surrounded by your possessions? Do you want to look at your portfolio just one more time? It is a silly question because we know the answer. We want to be surrounded by our loved ones, because deep down we know that they are all that count! That love is all that matters, what matters most! 

We all know this, but is that how we live? Is this how we talk about relationships? So often when we talk about people and relationships we talk in terms of having to make an appointment to see somebody - that we have to squeeze people in. We talk about making time for our children as though relationships are a part of our life, one of the many aspects of life, and they are not. God says relationships are not part of your life and my life. IT IS YOUR LIFE; IT IS MY LIFE! 

I got an e-mail from someone who said, “You know, the Bible is pretty thick and I am busy. Can you give me the shortened version? Can you simplify it all for me? Can you tell me what it says in as few words as possible? Can you give me the “cliff note” version of the Bible? Well, I can, because the same question was asked of Jesus.  Jesus’ response is recorded in Mark 12. He says, “Here is what it is all about - just two things: love God with all your heart and love your neighbor as yourself.” (verses 28-31) What is Jesus saying? He is saying the most important thing in life is relationship - your relationship with God and your relationship with each other.

So the first great truth I want to remind us all of so we focus on what matters and as a result be motivated to rebuild margin in our lives is this truth: That the best use of our lives is love.  It is not achievement, nor is it wealth. Which way would you rather live? Would you rather have and live a rich life, or would you rather be wealthy? Think about it. Which would you rather have? Would you rather be rich or live a rich life? What would happen if I really took these passages seriously? What would happen if we reorganized our lives around relationships rather than the workplace (which is what the majority of us do because we believe that the center of life is making a living and having an income)? What would happen and what would change in our life if we took Jesus seriously and reorganized our lives around our relationships? 

For some of us it would mean a job change, wouldn’t it? For some of us it would mean a change in location. Some of us would have to let go of a hobby. Imagine, start thinking, in your own life what would it take, what would occur if we took Jesus seriously and reorganized our lives around relationships? This is what life is all about. 

Someone sent me this e-mail from Ben Stein. I guess he ended his column called “Monday Nights at Morton’s.” He decided to end the column for this reason: “You know we put couples with incomes of a hundred million a year on the covers of our magazines and I am no longer comfortable being part of a system that has such poor values.  I do not want to perpetuate those values by pretending that who is eating at Morton’s is a big subject. There are plenty of other stars in the American firmament: the police men and women who go off on patrol in South Central and have no idea if they will return alive; the orderlies and paramedics who bring in people who have been in terrible accidents and prepare them for surgery; the teachers and the nurses who throw their whole spirits in caring for autistic children; or the kind of men and women who work in hospice and cancer wards. Think of each and every fireman who was running up the stairs in the Word Trade Center as the towers began to collapse. Now you have my idea of a real hero. I came to realize that life lived to help others is the only one that matters. This is my highest and best use as a human. I can put it another way. Years ago I realized I could never be as great an actor as Olivier, or as great a comic as Steve Martin or Martin Mull or Fred Willard, or as great an economist as Samuelson or Freedman, or a greater writer than Fitzgerald. But this I could do: I could be a devoted father to my son, husband to my wife and, above all, a good son to the parents who had done so much for me. This came to be my main task in life. I did it moderately well with my son, pretty well with my wife and well indeed with my parents with the help of my sister. I cared for and paid attention to them in their declining years. I stayed with my father as he got sick, went into a coma and then entered immortality with my sister reading him the Psalms. This was the only point at which my life touched the lives of the soldiers in Iraq or the firefighters in New York, and I came to realize that a life lived to help others is the only one that matters.” 

Second truth:  if you want to rebuild margin in your life- discover the motivation for it. Not only is the best use of our life love, but the best expression of love is …. I’m not going to answer that one yet because I want you to think about how we normally answer that question. Not with our lips because that’s easy, but with our lives. How do we answer this question with our lives? I can’t tell you how many men I have had in counseling who said something like this when they needed to be told that their marriage was over because they didn’t know it - “I don’t understand it. I provide for my family. They have everything they need. What more do they want?” 

Have you ever thought that or ever said that? Well, you big dummy, this is what they want – you!   They want your eyes; they want your ears; they want your attention. They want nothing but you. They don’t need a big house; they don’t need a fancy vacation. They didn’t ask for any of that. They don’t need early retirement or flowers and candy. They don’t need money and yet, so often, that is how we try to buy their love, isn’t it? Guilt spending is epidemic in our culture. But you know what I have discovered? I have discovered that nothing compensates for the lack of you. Nothing ever compensates for the lack of you. 

Willie Nelson sings a song that I despise. It is “You are Always on My Mind.” Do you know the song- “Always on My Mind”?   “Maybe I didn’t love you quite as often as I could have. Maybe I didn’t treat you quite as good as I should have. If I made you feel second best, girl I am sorry, I was blind. But you are always on my mind; you are always on my mind. Maybe I didn’t hold you all those lonely, lonely times and I guess I never told you, I am so happy that you are mine. Little things I should have said and done, I just never took the time. But you are always on my mind; you are always on my mind.” 

But is that good enough? Is that good enough? It is interesting, when you read Scripture, in particular Psalm 8:4, (I put it in the bulletin because for this purpose. It expresses how God loves us): “What are mortals that you should think about us, mere humans that you should care for us?” Underline the word “care.” God not only thinks about us but he cares for us. 

In Matthew 7, you get a sense for the kind of doodling God does over us. Jesus says stop worrying about stuff. Stop worrying about making a living. Don’t you know? Your Heavenly Father knows you need all these things and he is happy to provide them for you. He is more than happy to provide them for you. Now if God thinks about us and takes time to care for us, what is he doing? What is he giving to us and what is the greatest expression of love? Well, all these things take time and that is how you spell love, T-I-M-E. That is the greatest expression of love.  

Why is that? Because you can always make more money, but you can never make more time. Time is something that, when you give it, it is a sacrifice. You lose something that you can never get back. You give away a part of your life. It is a real sacrifice. Love, real love, requires a sacrifice. Isn’t it interesting that in Scripture it says that God loved us, and what did he do for us? “While we were still alienated from him, Christ gave his life for us--he sacrificed himself for us. (Romans 5:8) 

There are two men who are on opposite sides of the political spectrum - Chuck Colson and George McGovern - but share a common bond. I remember my family was split over Nixon and McGovern. My sisters were kind of hippie-types. We were a “Family Ties”-kind of a family. They were the hippie type and I was this tight, white-collared Nixonite. Conservative to the core and Republican to the core. I did that just because it irked my sister, Mary. I had no idea what was going on politically, but I just irked her, and I loved it. 

These two men’s lives are very different politically, but they are very  similar in another aspect. Colson writes, “As I think back on my life my biggest regret is not spending more time with the kids. Making family your top priority means going against the culture where materialism and workoholism are rampant. I mean, it means realizing you may not advance as fast in your career as some do. It means being willing to accept a lower standard of living knowing that you are doing the right thing for your children and giving them the emotional security that they will draw on for the rest of their lives. Are you willing to make that financial sacrifice or are things more important than people?” 

McGovern wrote about his experience of losing a daughter in 1994. They found his daughter, Terry, frozen to death in a snow bank where she had fallen in a drunken stupor. After his daughter died, McGovern pored over her diaries and talked to her friends, trying to figure out what she was thinking, and he discovered he was not as good a father as he had thought he had been. While he was spending 18 hour days fighting for political causes, his daughter Terry was at home writing in her diary that she missed her daddy, but he probably didn’t miss her because he didn’t really care. 

McGovern wrote this advice to parents. “Show more love to your kids by spending more time with them, especially during their adolescent years, no matter what it costs your career. That way neither of you have regrets. I would give everything I have, and I mean everything, for one more afternoon with Terry.” 

How? How do we do that? Where do we find the time that we can use to invest back into our relationships. I want to but I just don’t have the time!  For some of us it means a job change. I was speaking to one of our retirees and he shared a story with me that I will never forget. He recalled a time in his life when he had to make this very decision. We are not alone in this, we just need the courage to do the right thing! He was a truck driver and on the road a lot...too much, but he had to provide for his family! One day, the day he happened to be coming home, his children were energetic and getting on their mother’s nerves so she finally told them to go outside and look for their daddy. The youngest one said (no kidding)… “Well, what does he look like?” When he heard the story that night, he realized that he needed to make a change. He quit his job and found a new one at DuPont. He said, “Looking back, it was the best decision I ever made. I had time to be with the kids and I got a better job with better pay!” That’s how God operates when you seek to do the right thing!

Another place we can find time is by simply unplugging. I’m not advocating that you get rid of the television or the phone or the cell phone or the ipod or the mp3 player, etc. I am encouraging you to simply unplug from them a while. Turn off the TV, computer, phone, etc and spend the time with your family. The TV alone will free up, for the average family, 1560 hours a year! They say that the average person spends 5 or 6 hours a day watching television. That is 30 hours a week, or 1560 hours a year. Put that into perspective, that’s 97 days straight with the TV on 16 hours a day. What would happen if we took all that time, or half that time, and invested it in our relationships? See, without much pain, we have discovered 1560 hours a year for you to invest in what life is all about! 

There are other areas to find time savings, if you think about it….the newspaper, a hobby, activities that may be fun but steal away time for each other.

The last thing I would like to share with you is, not only is the best use of life love, not only is the best expression of love time, but the best time to love is now. I can’t tell you how many parents I’ve heard say, “You know, I ‘d like to spend time with you, I’d love to read to you but I just can’t right now. I need to finish this project, or I’ve got to complete this degree… then I will…” Or I’ll hear, “Your dad’s workplace is unstable, once it stabilizes I’ll cut back on my job, then we’ll have time for lots of things” Or we’ll communicate something along these lines…You know if we can just get so much in our income, if we could just pay off the mortgage.. then, then we’ll have the time.” Just wait for summer vacation!

A few years ago Renee’s parents were talking about going out to Branson. They kept talking about it and the family kept urging them to go while they were able, but they kept putting it off. Last year Renee’s dad died. They waited to long. Now it’s too late…. Now, now she wishes she would have listened to the urging of the family. But it is too late. She put it off for too long. You just never know about tomorrow. 

I know some say that “someday” I am going to reconnect with my mom; I am going to reconnect with my dad. But I can do that after my career; I can do that when the kids grow up. I can’t tell you how many people I have heard say, “We want to get married, but we want to have a nice wedding. We can’t afford that right now, but when we can afford it, then we will get married. So they put off the wedding; they have the honeymoon but they put off the marriage. My counsel to you is, what are you waiting for? The best time to love is now. If you really love the person, don’t wait until you can afford it!

I hear people also say, “We are going to start a family when we can afford it. You will never be able to afford children. Have them now. Proverbs 3 says, “Whenever possible, do good to those who need it. Never tell your neighbor to wait until tomorrow if you can help them now.” Never tell a neighbor to wait until tomorrow if you can help them now.” I believe if that applies to our neighbor, it probably applies to our family and our spouses and our neighbors and our church members as well. So don’t wait.  Love people now. Time has its way of just getting away from us. 

There is a song I think that captures this well. (Played “Cats in the Cradle” by Harry Chapin)
Will you pray with me? I want to change the service in that I don’t really feel like singing. I’d rather end this time by taking some time to pray. If the message has touched you as it touched me, take some time to look in your life. Is there something that you need to change? Many of you have lost focus. Let’s take some time to just pray before the Lord. I think it is really time to rededicate our lives to what matters the most. 

Heavenly Father we come to you, all of us are challenged by our culture. It is so fast-paced and so seductive. It is so easy to lose our way.  We know everything in this message. We have heard it before. Nothing is new. We know it all; it’s living it that gives us the trouble. Perhaps today is the day that we draw a line in the sand and say, “We have been following culture and it is teachings long enough. It has affected my life. As a result I don’t have time to breathe, to worship and serve you, to love our children and grandchildren and neighbors and church members. We are so rushed that we lose sight of what’s most important. I want that to change. I want to live your way and live by your kingdom guidelines. I want to follow you, so help me each step of the way, day by day and give me the courage to make the changes that I need to make. Give me the guts to make the changes I need to make so I will spend my life your way, with your values, and not mine. I want to spend my live demonstrating that I know what life is about. Life is about knowing and loving you and knowing and loving people. May those two priorities be my priorities. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen!
