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We are in the fire season here in Wisconsin, until everything greens up. Fire can be dramatic or wonderful. It's wonderful when sitting around a campfire, warming oneself while talking with friends, marshing marshmallows! I saw fire as dramatic this past week, when Jim and I were taking our usual walk down our road. A big spruce had just tree fallen across the road, and the top of the tree was burning. It was a bleak day outside, but the bright light coming from the fire lit up the whole area; the fire glowed and jumped around.  As we got closer, we saw the fire growing in size and intensity --- scary, as there was a house about 10 yards away.  Fortunately, a neighbor had called 911 and the Fire Dept. were on their way.  They put out the fire, sawed the tree, and opened up the road.  

This incident got me thinking about faith and fire.  Our faith in Christ is both dramatic and wonderful.  In Scripture, the word "fire" and the word "light" are often used interchangeably. Fire is the "state of burning, in which substances combine with oxygen and give out bright light, heat, and smoke" (Oxford English Dictionary).  The fire of God's love has been set in your soul and as it burns it gives off God's Holy Light. As we get to know the Lord, our hearts burn with love for the Lord, and God's Light shines through us. The Holy Spirit is like a bellows for a fire; bellows add oxygen and cause the fire to burn hotter, the Holy Spirit gives us words and power to do God's work, shining the warmth of love brightly to others. In our first reading from Acts today, we heard about Peter "filled with the Holy Spirit" -- he was on fire for the Lord, having just prayed over a man. 

Today is Good Shepherd Sunday. Our first association with this day is like the picture on our bulletin cover: the static painting of Jesus holding a lamb.  Yet the Good Shepherd is anything but static!  The Good Shepherd is full of action: action, in terms of what God did for us, and action in terms of what we do in response.  The 23rd Psalm, we prayed today, is full of actions God takes for us:  "He makes me lie down in green pastures, and leads me beside still waters; He revives my soul and guides me along right pathways; ...He is "with me...comfort(s) me....spread a table before me....anointed my head with oil."  God laid "down his life for his sheep" (us) and in gratitude and recognition, we "listen to his voice" and take action following Him. All that the Lord does for us leads to something: we are to produce, to give back, from whatever our situation in life is, from our various skills, abilities, and gifts. You have the fire of God's love in you, and your purpose is to share that love and to shine that God light to others.   Like Peter, we too have a purpose: to share God's love.  Our 1st John reading today captures this message: "let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action."  

This week, I heard a disturbing report on Christian radio of a recent study on the background of "at risk" youth.  They studied the home lives of kids who were in trouble, and they found surprisingly that many of these kids came from Christian homes!  But these homes had one thing in common:  church was something they did on Sundays, but it did not transfer into the home, into daily actions.  These children learned about following the Good Shepherd on Sundays, but what they witnessed at home was not "love...in truth and action" consistent with Christ's teachings. Today, we are challenged to look at our own lives, and see where we can more consistently, everyday, live out our faith: "love...in truth and action."

I met Sandy in Stevens Point about a decade ago, and she was a grump; not someone I would chose to spend any of my leisure time with, that is for sure.  It seemed like when she entered a room, darkness came along with her; disagreements broke out, negative talk emerged where there had been positive talk before.  Sandy was the next door neighbor and girlfriend of a friend of ours, so I found myself frequently with Sandy, whether I liked it or not.  As I got to know her, I learned how difficult her life had been -- she had experienced abuse, her children were in trouble, she was very alone and isolated, she hated her job, she had no friends.  I began to listen a lot to Sandy, and I learned to care for her in spite of her being a grump.  Sandy's negativity had to do with that fact that she had not received much love in her life; her perception of life was dark because she did not sense God's light shining in or around her.  Over the next year, I had the privilege of seeing a complete change in Sandy.  Through our patiently reaching out to her (in spite of her grumpiness), God's love broke through into her hardened heart. Her face actually changed, to being lit up with the joy and Light of the Lord.  As John said, "let us love, not in word or speech, but in truth and action."  It was like the Holy Spirit was blowing oxygen onto the flame of God's love within her, and it started burning brightly in her.  What is exciting is that now, Sandy has a powerful ministry of sharing God's love in truth and action with others.  Sandy is unfortunately not unique; we are surrounded by people like Sandy, who suffer from deprivation of the Light and Love of Christ.  Sandy came to know God's love because someone showed it to her.  

Yes, we are like sheep, well cared for by the Good Shepherd, Jesus, but this identity is not passive and weak; it is dramatic, it is wonderful, it is full of action. We are God's children, made in God's image for the purpose of receiving and sharing God's love. We are each needed; and without us, the mission and work of the Lord and his church can't happen. You matter. Follow the Good Shepherd, who leads you and who gives you the ability to reach out.  You can do this individually through small gestures of kindness to others, we can do this together through outreach projects in the community and the world.  

God's fire within us is all set -- ready to burn and reveal God's light and love to others, with the Holy Spirit ready to fan the flame. The challenge is "Will you accept this identity, this purpose for your life?  Will you, in response to God's love for you, reach out to others in the world everyday with God's love "in truth and action"?  The Holy Spirit is available 24/7 to give you the strength to do this. Please reach out and invite others to come to church at St. John's, so that they may know of God's love too. God is counting on you. Amen.
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