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It is good being back with you after having been gone for a couple of Sundays.  It does seem that I returned just in time; Carol with a sore knee, Jeremy with a sore neck. You have quite a staff don’t you? Carol’s sore knee, Jeremy’s sore neck and my feeble mind. I appreciate your patience as you bear with all three of us.  
I do appreciate the time away. It is an opportunity for me to reflect on what we are about as a church. It’s also an opportunity to reflect on my own faith and what that means in my life.  Before vacation I had planned to preach on the lectionary reading today. During that time, however, I decided to tackle the most difficult subject that any preacher can approach during the sermon, the subject of God. You might be thinking to yourself, “Well, every sermon is about God!” That’s not true.  I have read sermons in which God’s name was never mentioned.  To tackle this subject of who God is and what that means to us is difficult for a preacher.  Also, there is nothing more important that I can talk to you about today.  
While we were gone, the things that made the headlines in the news you know about. Probably first was the oil spill in the gulf; then for several days there was the discussion about Shirley Sherrod being dismissed or fired or asked to resign, whatever, and then that whole brouhaha.  
In popular culture the three things that were mentioned most were Chelsea Clinton’s wedding; Lindsay Lohan being put in the slammer; and Tony Hayward, the CEO of British Petroleum finding new employment in another area with that company.  Now think about what that says about who we are if those three things are most important to us.  
It is good that we can come to worship God and think about who God is and what that means in our lives.  When we understand who God is it gives meaning and direction to our lives because as we begin to understand who God is we begin to understand something about ourselves and what it means to be created in God’s image. That gives meaning to our lives.  It gives direction to our lives to understand who God is in the sense that this is why I do what I do, this is why I live as I live, and this is why I don’t do certain things. 

Have you noticed the sermon title this morning, “Straight Talk About God.”  We say that we like straight talk, but sometimes that’s not true.  Think about it. If someone says to you, “Let me be honest with you,” we’re ready to duck, aren’t we?  We know that something bad is usually coming, not something good.  Straight talk about God does not mean something bad, just the opposite. It means the very best that we can know in our lives. But my task is to sort thru the “crooked talk” about God.  Let me give you this example.  
This past week in Thursday’s edition of the Tulsa World, there was a full page ad. The title up at the top was “Is There a Hell?”  Off to the side it says “Where the Bible speaks.”  This ad was not taken out by some kind of a cult; in fact the ad was taken out by a church in Elk City that is a part of our tradition; the restoration tradition of the Christian Church, Disciples of Christ, the Independent Christian Church and the Churches of Christ.  
There were two interesting things about the article. First, a poll had been taken that said most people believed in hell, but only one-half of one percent believed they were going to hell.  What does that say about us?  We believe there is a hell, but we believe it’s for someone else, not for us.  I would like to talk to that one-half of one percent who believe they are going to hell.  I’d ask “What’s going on with you?  Do you think that you have done something so bad that it is beyond the forgiveness of God?”  I would like to talk to the others and say “Do you think you’re that much better?  Is that why you think you’re not going to hell and someone else is?” 
As I read that article I could not help but think about someone getting up in the morning, half asleep, thumbing thru the pages of the newspaper and suddenly coming to this advertisement. What kind of impression would that give about who God is?  Do we believe in this kind of vindictive, judgmental God who would punish people eternally? What happens in our society when a parent abuses a child? We send those parents to jail, don’t we? And we should. But do we believe that God, our Heavenly Father, will punish us eternally? This is “crooked talk” about God. It’s not straight talk, and it’s wrong. This says who God is and it says who we are.  
Interestingly enough, in that advertisement in the paper, as you would expect, there was all kinds of scriptural support to support the argument of a hell.  But I can assure you this morning there are other scriptures that speak of a loving and forgiving God. Later in John’s Gospel Jesus says “I, when I am lifted up,” in other words, when I am lifted up on the cross, “I, when I am lifted up will draw all people to myself.”  In the 5th chapter of Romans Paul said “As one man’s trespass led to condemnation for all men, so one man’s act of righteousness leads to acquittal and life for all men.”  Later in Romans Paul said “God has consigned all of us to disobedience so that he might have mercy on all of us.”  
Then there is our scripture today, John 3: 16-17, “God so loved the world,” not just the good people, not just the religious people, not just the church people, “God so loved the world that He sent His only Son.”  God sent His Son into the world not to condemn the world, but that the world might be saved through Him.  
In preparation for this sermon I came across these words by a man who was writing about John 3:16 and 17.  He said this,

“God’s desire in sending Christ is not condemnatory. Rather, it is redemptive. The whole mission and purpose of God in Christ is to rescue and recover humanity,” (and now listen to this because I think it speaks volumes about who we are as a people today) “The mission and purpose of God in Christ is to rescue and recover humanity from being deeply embedded in self-defeating pursuits in a physically absorbed life.  God in Christ wishes to reclaim, rename, and reauthor the stories of our lives with a new life empowered by the grace of God and made manifest in the life, death and resurrection of Christ.”  - Richard Lartey
“To rescue and recover humanity from being deeply embedded in self-defeating pursuits in a physically absorbed life.”  Is that not a perfect description of who we are as a country today, absorbed in physical matters, not in spiritual?  God in Christ wishes to reclaim, rename, and reauthor the stories in our lives with new life empowered by God’s grace and made manifest in the life, death, and resurrection of Christ. This is confessional language. For us as Christians our understanding of God is based on the revelation of God in Christ.  We know who God is, we say, because of what we know in the life of Christ.  
What this man said is quite a mouthful. I like something else just as much that’s much simpler.  Do you remember George Beverly Shea, the wonderful baritone who for years led the singing at those Billy Graham revivals?  One time someone asked George Beverly Shay about his faith and what he believed about God.  I love what George Beverly Shay said.  He said, “I don’t know all there is to know about God, but what I do know has changed my life.”  
Don’t you love that?  What would you say if someone asked you that question?  What do you know about God, and because of what you know how has it changed you life? Let me share with you what I know about God and how it has changed my life.  What I know about God says to me that every day, whether we call it a good day or a bad day, the best day or the worst day, every day is a gift from God to be welcomed with gratitude.  
I believe this about God, also. God is on your side no matter what you might have done, no matter how horrible it might seem to you.  It might be one of those secret things that only you know how bad it is,  but no matter how bad it is God is on your side.  Even better news. . .  think about your worst enemy, the worst enemy that you have in the world. Understand this, God is on your worst enemy’s side also.  
That is the meaning of grace, and the meaning of this scripture is that we who come Sunday after Sunday seeking God’s presence believe in One who comes seeking us.  God so loved the world that He sent His Son to us.  The result of this grace gift is joy; joy that sustains us in the darkest times, joy that gives us strength and confidence, and courage. 
In our communion hymn this morning we are going to sing these words, “O Joy that seekest me through pain, I cannot close my heart to thee; I trace the rainbow through the rain, and feel the promise is not vain that morn shall tearless be.”

Amen

