Sunday, November 6, 2011

Joyful Living: Joy in Sacrifice

Remembrance Sunday

Phil 1:12-18; John 15: 8-13

Sacrifice is a word that underlies every Remembrance service and one that underlies our service this morning.  Today we remember all the sacrifices that others have made in war on our behalf.  Our minds instinctively think of those who have lost their lives – those who paid the supreme sacrifice – like Master Cpl. Byron Greff, 26, (http://www.torontosun.com/2011/11/01/fallen-canadian-soldier-returns-home)  who was killed just last Saturday in a suicide bomb attack around Kabul in Afghanistan.  But as we think more deeply about sacrifice in war we also think of all those who have returned home maimed and crippled - physically, emotionally, mentally and spiritually. The front page of this morning’s Toronto Star, for example, carried the story of Master Corporal Michael Blois who suffers from concussive brain injuries sustained through low level shock waves.  Dr. David Cifu, national director of physical medicine and rehabilitation for U.S. Veteran’s Health Administration, in referring to concussive brain injuries sustained by soldiers, recently said this:

“That’s the biggest thing we’ve learned, how fragile the human body is…. On TV shows and movies, (actors) seem to survive every blast and every time they’re thrown around the room.  But in reality in each of those times real injuries are occurring.”

Some of you may be familiar with the saying “war is hell.”  It’s attributed to William Tecumseh Sherman, a Union General in the American Civil War.  In an address to a graduating class from the Michigan Military Academy, he made this statement:

“I’ve been where you are now and I know just how you feel.  It’s entirely natural that there should beat in the breast of every one of you a hope and desire that someday you can use the skill you have acquired here.  Suppress it!  You don’t know the horrible aspects of war.  I’ve been through two wars and I know.  I’ve seen cities and homes in ashes.  I’ve seen thousands of men lying on the ground, their dead faces looking up at the skies.  I tell you, war is hell!”

  War is no less hell today in 2011 than it was 1879 when Sherman first spoke those words.  Wars leave scars on people and not just for those who experience it firsthand but also for families, lovers and friends.

In just a few moments we will be dedicating a beautiful Remembrance Banner made by Pat Simpson for our congregation.  Her inspiration for creating the banner was a song her cousin wrote honouring their uncle, Father Vern Brunning, who served as an air gunner during the Second World War.  Like many others who have fought for Canada, Vern was just 19 when he enlisted.  One of the sad realities of that war was that aircrews flying missions on the Lancaster bombers had only a 50/50 chance of returning to the air base.  When Pat’s cousin, Rodger Brunning, asked his uncle whether he was aware of the odds, his uncle nodded in agreement.  This attitude of sacrifice was incorporated into the lyrics Roger wrote about his uncle.  Here’s a few of the verses:

Air Gunner (Excerpt)

 In the sky,

In the dark night sky,

Where the big Lancs fly,

And the young men die.

 

Night fighter

With your hand on the gun

And your boy eyes wide

Watching fireworks in the sky.

 “Bigger pay load than a B52.”

  

“Flack so heavy.

You couldn’t believe

you could get through.”

Where the Lancasters flew

Air Gunner.

Every war ever fought requires sacrifice but sacrifice is not limited to war.  The central symbol of Christianity – the cross – is a symbol of sacrifice.  And in calling individuals to follow him, Jesus made it clear that sacrifice was a part of being his disciple:
 “If anyone wants to follow me, he must deny himself, pick up his cross, and follow me continually. 5For whoever wants to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.  (Matt. 16:24-25)
And then in the context of his own impending death he spoke these words to his disciples:

No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends. (John 15:13)

Love is at the heart of the Christian faith - love for God, love for the faithful and love for the stranger.  And nothing says ‘I love you’ more strongly than sacrifice.  In this context, the sacrifice we give is a living sacrifice.

When we give of our time, when we give of our resources, when we give of ourselves to others we, in effect, are saying to them, “I care about you such that I’m willing to sacrifice myself for you.” 

Recently I spoke with a young Mom who mentioned to me that she never really understood sacrifice until she had children.  Parents sacrifice themselves for their children.  Jesus sacrificed himself for humanity.  Jesus calls you and me to sacrifice ourselves for others.  And when I look around this congregation I see people giving of themselves sacrificially all the time.

· Sometimes our sacrifice involves getting up early or going to bed late.

· Sometimes our sacrifice involves putting aside our personal wants and wishes for the sake of the greater good.

· Sometimes our sacrifice involves making a financial investment in the building of God’s kingdom where we could have spent that money on ourselves.

· Sometimes our sacrifice involves wading into the swirling waters of conflict management and resolution and working for unity when we would simply want to ‘not get involved.’

· Sometimes our sacrifice involves doing something for someone else when we wanted to spend our time and energy on ourselves.  

Nothing says I love you more strongly than sacrifice.  

Just as in war, individuals sacrifice themselves for others so too in the cause of Christ And in this sacrifice there is a joy.

The apostle Paul risked personal safety and freedom to speak God’s Good News that in Jesus He had come to rescue broken people and restore a fractured world.  That the apostle Paul should have his freedom taken from him, that he should be put in jail, that he should be chained to a wall was of little consequence to him.  He was happy to sacrifice himself in this way if it meant that more people were exposed to God’s Good News.  This is what he writes in his prison letter of Joy,

 Philippians 1:  

12Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has actually turned out for the progress of the gospel. 
13As a result, it has become clear to the whole imperial guard and to everyone else that I am in prison because of Christ. 
14Moreover, because of my imprisonment most of the brothers have been made confident in the Lord to speak God’s word more boldly and courageously than ever before. …21For to me, to go on living is Christ, and to die is gain.  

Even as he writes about his imprisonment and the possibility of his death, the note of joy is unmistakable. 

Legend has it that Paul was eventually beheaded by the Romans for his insistence in speaking to others about Jesus – his message and his mission.  Paul received a different kind of death sentence than some of the other early followers of Jesus because of his Roman citizenship.  But if his letters are any indication, if they are to be taken seriously at all, Paul went to his death – he sacrificed himself – not out of resignation, not in fear, not in defeat but boldly in joy.

Today we think of the sacrifice of others in war but let us not think that sacrifice is limited only to others.  Sacrifice is a way of living for all who would work for peace and be followers of Jesus, the Prince of Peace and with sacrifice in the cause of Christ, there is a promise: “whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”
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