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Summer is the time for travel. Many of us have already been or will be climbing in the car, heading to some vacation spot by the lake or by the sea. But we also know that car travel can be a little tedious, especially when you’re moving along with children in the back seat. If you’ve traveled anywhere lately with little children, you’ve probably heard the famous question that seems to be universal with children. It tends to happen when you’ve been in the car a little less than an hour. You’re on the way to grandma’s house or to the mountains or the beach, and suddenly a little voice will pipe up from the back seat: "Are we there yet?"

It’s a wonderful question. On one level it expresses the child-like eagerness to get there, to reach the destination. It expresses some impatience with the tedium of traveling. But it’s also a ritual question for any family trip. "Are we there yet?"

Life is a journey, and we’re all on our way somewhere. We’re on the road to visit somebody, to reach a vacation spot. Or we’re in some transition, on our way to summer camp or a new job or a new school. And we all may be on our way to some new emotional or spiritual direction in our lives.

The temptation of the journey is that we may think that we’ve got to stay on the move, keep on traveling, in order to get somewhere--- to find something that we haven’t quite found yet. We’re all searching for something. Is it inner peace or contentment? Is it a newfound sense of competence as a person or as a professional? Is it a new level of financial success---moving to a bigger house, a more expensive car? Are we on a quest to get more toys, more stuff?

Or is this journey a moving toward some new clarity about where I am with God? In some sense all of us are on a journey seeking God. We sometimes look for God in the wrong places – settling for "security" in bad relationships or in material gain. So when we find the relationship or get the big house and the big stock portfolio, we might hear a little voice asking, "Are we there yet?" 

We may approach our relationship to God as trudging up a ladder. If we will do this, and do that – read the Bible, pray, tithe, teach Sunday school, then we can keep asking, "Are we there yet?" Or is our relationship with God some kind of business transaction? If I invest enough time, energy, and talent in God’s work, then I’ll get closer to God, closer to the long-awaited windfall return. Are we there yet? We may begin thinking that our spiritual journey is an effort to get somewhere where we haven’t been yet.

Paul was often going on journeys, mission trips, to visit various churches. He seemed to thrive on writing letters to these churches. In our text for today, he is writing to the church at Ephesus. And what a letter he writes! This Ephesians 1:3-14 passage is one long, swooning rhapsody about what God has already done for us on the journey. It’s not a reasoned statement, but more like a stream of consciousness song of praise: The words tumble out: God has blessed us in Christ. God has chosen us, adopted us as God’s children. God has given us forgiveness – grace that has been lavished on us. God has revealed for us God’s loving nature, which we see in Jesus. God has given us an inheritance. All of this we have received. Why? So that "we might live for the praise of God." The words tumble out!

But notice that there is no long list of what we have to do or where we have to go to receive these gifts. There is no list of shoulds, oughts, and got-tos before all these benefits come to us. There is no work to be done--- no list of requirements. There is a brief reference to believing in Christ, but it’s almost assumed. All this goodness has been given to us. It’s all gift. We have no journey to take to go get it. We don’t have to ask at verse 7 or l3: "Are we there yet?" We are already there! All we need has been given to us. If we think we need to keep going, to get somewhere, this passage is saying, "Stop trying. Don’t drive another mile. You’re already there."

This passage gives clear indication that God is the great giver. God is lavish, generous, gracious, forgiving. God is excessive! God is the supplier of our every need. God wants to give and give to us—far more than we are ready to receive.

According to this passage, we’re not trying to get anywhere. There is no destination off in the distance. We’re already there. As Richard Rohr says, "We cannot attain the presence of God [by our own efforts.] We’re already totally in the presence of God. What’s absent is awareness." (Rohr, p. 27-28, EVERYTHING BELONGS)

Spiritual practices – like prayer, Bible reading, silence, worship—are all designed to help us be aware. We may say, "Oh, I ought to pray more." Then prayer becomes an ought, a should. But "prayer is not primarily saying words or thinking thoughts. It is, rather, a stance. It’s a way of living in the Presence. It is a way of living in awareness of the Presence, even enjoying the Presence. When we talk about getting closer to God, we are talking about a way of trusting and delighting in God’s presence. It’s not work, it’s grace--- gift. Our job is to be aware, to notice, to take it all in.

There is a story that describes what it’s like to finally give in, surrender, to living and delighting in the Presence of God. It’s called "The Fish and the Great Sea" by Alan Watts. It’s a children’s story for all ages. Sit back and listen to the story.

Once upon a time there was a fish who lived in the Great Sea. He was just an ordinary fish, and because he had never known anything outside the Great Sea, he was not really aware that he was in it. He swam up and down, and round, without ever noticing that he was moving in water. For the water was transparent; wherever he moved, it got out of the way of his nose and yet provided a medium against which he could push with his tail, and so move himself along. Without it, he could never have swum; he could not even have lived, but he was so used to it that, for all he knew, he might just as well have been moving in empty space.

But one day something peculiar happened to him. He began to think how strange it was that he could swim, for here he was moving up and down and around through what seemed to be empty space, and all by his own power. This, he thought, was surely very clever of himself. And then something else happened…He began to be confused in his swimming, and was suddenly terrified lest he should forget how to swim altogether, and drop down into the infinite depths below. At that very moment he began to fall.

Suddenly he realized that there was just one chance of saving himself--- to grab hold of his own tail in his mouth, and so hold himself up. So at once he curled himself up and made a snap at his tail. Unfortunately his spine was not quite supple enough, and he missed. But, not be to outdone, he tried again with the same result, so that for some time he whizzed around in circles in frantic pursuit of his own end. 

The faster he chased it, the faster it moved away, and this had been going on for a while when he began to realize that he was not getting anywhere, that his life was becoming dull, meaningless and horribly repetitive. But he was much too frightened to stop. He was sure that if for a moment he relaxed his chase he would plunge headlong into the abyss, and so he redoubled his efforts to save himself, in spite of the fact that every moment he became more and more tired and disgusted.

Very quickly he saw that he was in a hideous dilemma: He must either fall into the abyss or go on chasing his tail, and both alternatives were equally horrifying. He was in an impossible situation and…he waved his fins in panic and prepared to die.

In the meantime the Great Sea had been watching this extraordinary behavior and with mixed feelings of amusement and sorrow, for the Great Sea was as kind as she was vast. She gave all the creatures of the deep room to live and swim around; she never obtruded herself upon them, always retiring generously before their noses and letting herself be pushed by their tails so that they could move along. That was not all, for she had always surrounded them in such a way that she bore them up, and had made herself transparent so that they could see where they were going and enjoy all the wonders of the deep. But here was a fish who thought he swam all by himself, had gotten himself into a panic, and was behaving as no fish should behave.

Therefore, the Great Sea called out to the unfortunate fish, and asked him what he thought he was doing. The fish replied that he was trying to catch hold of his tail and so save himself from falling. "You have been doing that for a long time," observed the Great Sea, "and you are no nearer to catching it than when you started. So why haven’t you fallen yet?" "Don’t bother me," retorted the fish. "Can’t you see I’m busy?" "That’s just what I can see," said the Great Sea patiently. But apparently you can’t. You haven’t caught your tail; you haven’t fallen into the abyss; and yet you are still busy. How does this happen?" "Oh, don’t be stupid!" snapped the fish. "Of course I haven’t fallen down because I’m---Good God!-- because I’m swimming!" "You may well say good God," said the Great Sea, "for how does it happen that you have stayed afloat and been able to swim during all this absurd performance?" 

This was too much for the fish. He stopped his chase, and looked around to see who was talking to him. There was no one to be seen, and….it was strange, but although he wasn’t doing anything himself, he was still floating in the water, but it seemed to him as if he were suspended by some invisible force in empty space.

"There now," said the Great Sea. "You thought you were doing it all yourself, and you never knew that I hold you up all the time. For I am the one in whom you live and swim and are able to be a fish, and to you I have given the height and the depth, and the length and the breadth of myself in which to swim. I have given all of myself to you, and yet you have forgotten me and wasted yourself in pursuing your own end.

From that moment, the fish was happier than any other fish in the seven seas, and setting his own end behind him, where it belonged, he set out to explore the ends of the Sea. And he found that whether he moved up or down, to the left or to the right, everywhere the Great Sea expanded before him and supported him, so much so that he swooped and climbed and danced in joy, a creature in his own element, out of himself and into the water, where, indeed he had been all the time.

When we get impatient, going in circles, trying to get somewhere, asking "Are we there yet?," maybe it would help to remember that we are already there – fully in the presence of God, who gives us everything we need. God is the one "in whom we live and move and have our being." (Acts 17:28)

We have what we need. Our job is to be aware---and to take delight in the goodness all around us.

So may it be. Amen.



©2006, Watts Street Baptist Church

