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The sermon for today is different from any of those that have preceded it in this series called Credo—this review of basic, nonnegotiable convictions that form the foundations of my life and provide guidance on how I am to live if, indeed, I am true to that to which I have given my heart and faithful in living by my beliefs.  In the previous sermons I have spoken of convictions that have matured across the years as a result of studying the Bible, reading theology, and mixing up all of that with the hurts and joys, the exhilaration and desperation that I have witnessed in the lives of others and experienced in my own life.  When I sat down to write those sermons, words flowed easily.  I felt like I was revisiting old friends whose hearts and faces I know like the back of my hands.  But the sermon for today was different.  Writing this sermon was not like writing the others. The conviction at the center of this sermon developed more out of extensive interaction with a specific individual than as a result of careful biblical and theological studies though it never has stood in conflict with those studies.  From the moment I was first introduced to this truth, it made more spiritual sense than anything that I ever had heard before.  Why have I not heard this truth before? I asked myself.  Immediately I wanted to believe it.  In reality, though, my embrace of this truth has not and still does not come easily.
To be sure, I joyously have clasped the arms of my heart around this truth, but only after much kicking and screaming, wrestling and resisting.  You see, the whole culture in which I grew up as well as the religious tradition that nurtured me in Christianity so biased me against this truth that I have had difficulty incorporating it into my life even knowing that it had a ring of Christian authenticity about it that I had not encountered elsewhere.  
My dear, recently deceased friend John Claypool introduced me to this truth that has captured my heart and become a part of the beliefs without which I cannot live.  John’s words pervade this sermon. The long shadow of his presence falls across it and the bright light of his influence shines through it.  Indeed, this man helped me to believe this truth at moments when I questioned it vigorously and in moments when, honestly, otherwise, I would have given up on it.
Life is a gift.  Life is gift.  That is the truth; that is the affirmation that has become a part of the foundation of my personal religious experience and the faith that I continue to explore on my own personal spiritual journey.  Like the other content that gives substance to my Credo, I commend to you as well as confess to you this truth that pulsates at the center of the sermon for this morning.
All profound truths are tied up in stories, the stories of our lives; this truth is no exception.  Actually, though, three stories provide the backdrop and inspire the far-reaching influence of truth about life as a gift in the life of the man who confronted me with this truth.  The first story is biblical; the second and third stories are intensely personal.
Leukemia took the life of John Claypool’s very young daughter Laura Lue.  Nothing about John’s life and ministry from that point forward is understandable apart from the trauma that he experienced caring for a dying daughter and grieving over her death.  Frankly, I find it impossible even to imagine the hurt and emptiness that follow the death of a son or a daughter.  I know that some of you have experienced such an assault on your souls.  Whether or not you ever get over it, I do not know.  Whether or not I ever could get over it, I do not know.  What I do know is that John Claypool never got over the death of his young daughter.  But he did learn from it, and, thankfully, he shared with generosity and honesty what he learned.  I was a willing, eager, and grateful student.
The Hebrew Scriptures contain a story about God asking Abraham to sacrifice his son Isaac to show his devotion to God.  The old man of faith set out to do what he thought God had instructed him to do, though that demand stands in sharp contrast to everything else we know about the nature of God.  According to the biblical narrative, as Abraham stood poised over Isaac with the blade of his raised knife reflecting the bright rays of the Middle Eastern sun and Isaac fearfully gazing into the teary eyes of his father asking what in the world was happening, at the last moment, a voice from heaven forbade the killing and assured the patriarch that God would provide a different offering for Abraham to make.  Subsequently, Abraham and his son descended from that mountain on which there could have been a devastating loss of life.
A month after Laura Lue’s death, John confessed that he had hoped for and believed that he, like Abraham, would be spared the life of his child.  But, the crushing realization was that it did not happen.  I remember the stinging question born out of John’s comparison between himself and Abraham, “But my situation is different.  Here I am, left alone on that mountain, with my child and not a ram on the altar, and the question is: how on earth do I get down and move back to the normalcy of life?”
Finally, John found help in an experience from his childhood.  World War II was raging.  Gas was rationed.  His family had no washing machine.  It was difficult to keep clothes clean.  When a business associate of John’s father was drafted into the armed services, the man asked if he and his wife could store their furniture in the Claypool’s basement.  Then, to the Claypool’s surprise, the man encouraged them to use the washing machine that belonged to him and to his wife.  
John recalled how well he got to know that old Bendix washing machine over the next three years.  Because of illness in the family, John always washed the family’s clothes.  After the war ended, one day while John was at school, the owners’ of the furniture came to reclaim it and move it.  That afternoon, when he arrived home after school, John was shocked to find an empty basement.  He ran upstairs and told his mother that someone had stolen the washing machine.  His high level of anger and resentment could not be hidden. 
That afternoon John’s mother taught him a lesson that did not resurface in his memory until 25 years later when he was grappling with another loss.  “You have forgotten how the washing machine ever came to be in our basement,” his mother told him.  “It never did belong to us.  It always was a gracious gift.  That we ever got to use it at all was great good fortune.  You relate to gifts differently than you relate to possessions.  With gifts, you receive them gratefully, hold them lightly.  And when they are taken away, you use that occasion to give thanks that they were given at all.”
As Isaac’s life was a gift to Abraham, so had Laura Lue’s life been a gift to John.  From the God of love comes life that is always, pure and simple, a gift—a gift for which to give thanks.
Oh, of course, this truth does not immunize us against pain or eradicate our grief over a relational separation.  But, it does provide an entrance into gratitude that often is overlooked and it offers a perspective on life that can change our lives—I think, for the better.
To recognize life as a gift is to realize something important about ourselves as well as about those around us.  We are gifts.  We are a part of creation that God looked at and said, “Good!”  
I hate to admit it, but, for a long time, I did not know that—intellectually, spiritually, or emotionally.  I saw life much more as a challenge than as a gift—a responsibility in which I had to earn approval and prove myself worthy of acceptance.  I thought that it was entirely up to me to see to it that my life had value.  Why, I even imagined that I had to be good enough to earn God’s love.
I often heard from my culture what I am confident everyone of you has heard at one time or another—the question, “What are you going to make of yourself?” followed by the admonition, “You better make something good of yourself if your ever going to amount to anything.”
No!  That is not true.  Oh, to be sure, it is cultural; but to be equally sure it is not biblical.  Life is a gift. We have worth from the beginning.  We have worth not because of what we make of ourselves but because God with the divine breath that gave us life endowed us with worth.  
In his Lyman Beecher Lectures at Yale, John Claypool said, “The thought that I had to make something of myself if I was ever going to amount to anything had been the primal mistake.  There had been worth in me from the moment I was created . . . The secret of life is not getting something outside inside by achieving and competing.  It is, rather, getting what is already inside outside by acceptance and self-giving.”
Far too many moments in my life, and perhaps in yours, have been spent trying to earn the approval of other people, certain ones more than others.  Indeed, at times, I have not been able to get in touch with my true motivations for some behavior—even in ministry.  Was I doing something because it was good and I wanted to do it or because I wanted someone else to see me doing something good, praise me for doing it, and accept me as a good person?
Life is a gift.  Worth and acceptance are inherent in our creation by God in the image of God.  Either we accept our own acceptance or we may never know the peace that comes with acceptance.  Even those of us who spend most of our time doing what someone else wants us to do rather than what we want to do ourselves must realize that acceptance never can be bought or earned, never.  
I know children, some of whom are now adults, who have spent their lives trying to get one or both of their parents to give them a blessing, to accept them for who they are.  These people have played sports they did not want to play and tried to excel in tasks about which they did not care in an effort to feel accepted.  But, it was never enough.  It never could be enough.  Acceptance never happens because we earn it.  Either acceptance is given freely and unconditionally or it does not happen.  
The most important dimensions of life are known only as gifts to be accepted, not as rewards to be achieved.  I speak of love, faith, the gospel, friendship, forgiveness, and life itself.  Gifts!  Love never happens as a result of force, control, or manipulation.  We cannot make someone love us.  No genuine friendship is a result of collective bargaining.  Forgiveness never can be earned, always only accepted.  And life, the greatest of all, is pure gift.
Once we understand the giftedness of life enough to realize and accept the truth that we are acceptable and that from the beginning we have been accepted by God, we begin to understand the nature of how best to relate to other people.  John Claypool reflected on his own pilgrimage in this regard writing, “Slowly, but surely it began to dawn on me that every gift I had been given would make a good present for someone else, and that sharing out of the fullness that was already in me by the grace of creation was far more redemptive than needing to get something from people through competition.”
As usual, John was right in his observation that we live and work with two kinds of people—those who sincerely want to make the world a better place for every person in it and those who want only to make a better place for themselves in the world as we know it.  Perhaps the major distinction between these two kinds of people is the ability of the former to see life as a gift and to offer their lives and the talents of their lives as gifts to others.
Recognition of life as a gift is not only the way to live and to deal with others, not only the way to find gratitude in the presence of others’ deaths, it is also the way in which to view our own deaths responsibly.  Personally, when I think of death, beyond the discomfort that I have entering any realm of the unknown, the major sources of concern for me are being without the people whom I love and the work that I enjoy doing.  John’s biblical truth has helped me even here.  What I will feel when I know that my death is imminent, I would not dare predict, but I have hopes about that moment—hopes that I will not feel robbed or cheated, that I will not argue that my life has been cut too short, but that I will give thanks to God for the gifts of relationships and responsibilities that I have been able to enjoy and that gratitude laced with love will be the final emotion I feel.
Credo—I believe that life is a gift. 
All of us hold certain convictions for different reasons.  Some of our beliefs are the result of hard work in biblical and theological studies.  Some of our beliefs are held because we trust fully the people who commended these beliefs to us.  And, sometimes we believe a truth because we want to believe that truth, because we need to believe that truth, and because we hope that in the process of believing that truth we will begin living that truth.  
For all of those reasons and probably more, I commend to you this morning the belief that life is a gift.  We need not try to earn acceptance for ourselves by competing with others, we have been accepted already, since the day we were born.  We have gifts—all of us have gifts—to share with others.  And, understanding life as a gift informs the way we die as well as the way we live and fills each of those moments with gratitude.  
Thank you, John Claypool, beloved friend, for teaching me this truth and for helping me to believe it.  And, thank you Lover, Creator God—source of all good gifts—that this profound truth of life as a gift resounds with ultimate reality and enables us to know even more fully the depths of your love.  Amen.  
PASTORAL PRAYER
O God, to be known by you so completely, known in the stark nakedness of our emotions, aspirations, and convictions, known in our formation, our interests, and our devotion, known, apart from any cosmetics, for who we are in private as well as who we are in public—O God, to be known by you so thoroughly and still loved by you so unconditionally is to be a little bit fearful, somewhat anxious, at least for a moment, and caught somewhere between wanting to run away from you and wanting to stay in your presence forever.  You have seen us at our worst and loved us as if we always lived at our best.  This is sacred truth, O God.  Where we learned it is holy ground.  And, the promise of this reality sustains us daily.  
How can we keep from singing?  How could we not love you?  Why would we not feel secure with you in every situation?
O God, we have examined you too.  We have looked for your flaws.  We have sought evidence that you are an impostor.  We have dabbled with life as if you did not exist.  But, now, now we praise you.  No more tilting at windmills for us, God, no more behaving as if we owned the sky, no more assuming that we can live without you.  
Know us even better, God, and let us know you even better.  Know us until you see in the deepest recesses of our hearts, a love that will never leave, a commitment to truth that will never be abated, and a resolve to live as the people you created us to be.
We praise you, O God.  Amen. 
 
