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Introduction to the Scripture
In these days, in this world, many people face trials of various kinds.

We read in the news this week that more Americans lived in poverty in 2010 than at any other time since poverty levels were first published 52 years ago…
Unemployment remains persistently high, and many feel like gerbils on a wheel, running their fastest but finding no solid economic footing on which to stand…

children get deathly sick…

violence erupts in Iraq and Syria, and Christians in particular suffer, a minority caught in the middle…
In short, many people face trials of various kinds:  these are times that try men’s and women’s souls. 
Christians in 1st century Asia Minor, the area of the world which is now modern day Turkey, faced trials of various kinds too.  They were despised by many, they lost their jobs, they were often beaten, at times people set fire to their homes.  What made it even worse for them, more trying for their faith, was the fact that their trials came about because of their faith.  “Their Christian faith and their Christian ways of living made them stand out as different in their culture.”  As they tried to follow Christ, they avoided the public ceremonies that worshipped the emperor; they did not participate in public games such as gladiatorial contests; they ate different food, wore different clothes, prayed different prayers than the people around them.  Their practices aroused suspicion and hostility.  (Tom Long, “A Living Hope”)
Surely, naturally, some of these first century Christians got very discouraged in their troubled times.  Who could blame them?  


Yet there is something unusual about them too.  Here is a letter that a fellow Christian wrote to them in their trouble.  Listen to this opening passage from the first letter of Peter.  It is an exuberant passage:  the phrases come gushing out in the Greek – verses 3 through 12 are all one sentence.  The English translation catches some sense of the rush of words.  

This letter would have been read to the congregation when they met to worship, perhaps in secret.  Listen.  

I Peter 1:1-12

Imagine receiving this letter from a fellow Christian living far away.  What it must have meant to know that others were thinking of you, had not forgotten you in your trouble!  I wonder what letters from us would mean to Christians in other parts of the world today who suffer because of their faith.  Perhaps we should write some and find out.

But as I sit with this 2000 year old letter, something unusual strikes me.  The writer -- Peter, or Silvanus the scribe who signs off at the end of the letter—the writer uses the indicative voice and not the voice of command.  That is, he writes not of what should happen, but of what is already happening.  

He does not say “You must rejoice!” or “Believe!”  

Rather, he says “you love him though you have not seen him,


you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy.”

Peter is not instructing them to rejoice in their suffering; he is stating what they are already doing.  He is not calling them to believe; he is reminding them that they already do.  He is not inspiring them to an unworldly joy; they are already experiencing it!

What I want to know is…

What is the ‘secret of their endurance?’  (the phrase is William Barclay’s)

Perhaps if we knew their secret, we too could find our way to rejoice in the face of trials of various kinds.

The first clue comes in the address of the letter:  “to the exiles in the Dispersion.”

Some translations read “to the sojourners,” or “to the resident aliens…”

When the letter writer addresses these believers as ‘exiles,” he is saying that they are living as sojourners on the earth, resident aliens, people whose homeland is elsewhere, people who are staying for a while in a foreign realm, but are not getting too settled there.

They live engaged with the world around them – as Jesus was fully engaged with the world.  They work, they make friends, they help their neighbors, they pay taxes, they participate as responsible citizens, but they know they are not there permanently, they have a life elsewhere.  These exiles, resident aliens know what people without a green card in America today know:  that any day they could be compelled to move on, or in the case of the early Christians, any day they could die.

So they live as sojourners on earth.  Their mindset is the mindset of people who are here temporarily – their attachments to earth, its schemes and trappings, are held lightly.  Outwardly they live and move and labor with commitment and compassion, but inwardly they carry a consciousness of somewhere else which gives them a sort of detachment to the things of this realm.  They live in a realm that is not their home.
Tony Campolo tells the story of the British missionary “who landed in Southampton, England after years of service in China.  On the same ship was one of the leading politicians of Great Britain.  That man was greeted by a cheering crowd and a marching band.  …
“The missionary on the other had, got off the boat to find that there was no one there to greet him.  Evidently the message had not gotten through to those who should have been there.  He sat on his luggage for several hours, but no one showed up to welcome him.  He moaned and then said aloud  ‘God!  I did not expect a marching band or a cheering crowd – but You could have had someone here to welcome me home.’
“The missionary said that he then heard a voice declare, ‘But you’re not home!’” (Campolo, Let Me Tell You A Story, p. 204-205)

The first half of the secret of enduring faith in suffering trials is to remember that we are not at home in this world.  We live as a sojourners upon the earth.  So, we care for this world, we enjoy this life, but we hold it loosely, with cupped, not clenched hands.  
The second clue to the secret of these suffering Christians’ endurance:  they live in the future.

How often do we see people, or perhaps we are people, who live in the past?  People who dwell on what used to be but no longer is, of what once was possible but now is not possible?   We used to have more, things used to be safe, we used to play a sport, we used to enjoy the company of a spouse, we used to be consulted and recognized.  It is a common thing to live in the past. 

But these early Christians don’t do that.  The second half of their secret of endurance is that they live in the future.  

Youth:  you know how to live in the future.  There are things you cannot do, things you cannot experience or enjoy now – you cannot live on your own, or you cannot drive, you cannot fulfill your vocation or have a lifelong relationship – yet.  But you expect to, you live waiting, preparing, leaning towards the great possibilities before you.  And that is good.  
In the same way, these early Christians, like us all, know that there are things they can not experience-- yet.  They cannot yet know a life without trouble, or injustice, or pain, or death…but they live expecting such a time, they live preparing, leaning towards the great possibilities that lay before them, because they are confident that this troubled world is only a prelude to what lies ahead.  They are confident of the inheritance coming to them, an inheritance not of things of the earth – that kind of inheritance fades or corrodes.  This summer we visited one of the 40 Vanderbilt mansions, this one in Hyde Park, New York.  100 years ago this mansion was a glittering jewel;  now it is a  musty, damp, and shabby house, with much of its grounds reverted back to weeds.  
The inheritance coming to these Christians in Asia Minor is not of things of the earth.  Theirs is an inheritance the likes of which have never been seen – or rather, have been seen only once, in the life and resurrection of Christ. They wait for what they have seen in him, they lean toward the possibilities of life in the presence of God.  They live expecting to inherit indescribable and glorious joy.  

As one preacher said over 100 years ago, “The Christian man lives with his heavenly destiny ever in full view.  His outlook is not bounded by the present world.  He sees that which is and that which is to come in their true proportions and their proper perspective.  The center of gravity of his consciousness lies not in the present but in the future.  Hope, not possession, is what gives tone and color to his life.”  (Vos, preached on Conference Sunday, November 13, 1904, at Princeton Seminary, Princeton, New Jersey)

Some of you may know that “the sons of John D. Rockefeller were destined to inherit the vast fortunes of their father.  However, the father wanted his sons to know what the life of the working man was really all about.  To achieve that end, he insisted that they go out and work in the oil fields alongside the laborers….
“For more than two years the Rockefeller boys worked on drilling rigs.  They worked long and hard hours.  At the end of the workday they were exhausted and they had to endure the unpleasantness that comes from being covered with oil on a hot, hot day.  At night they would sit with their fellow laborers and talk….
“One day, as they were trading stories over beer, one of the Rockefellers was asked how he liked being among the common workers.  He responded, ‘I love it! This has been one of the best times of my life.’…
“The man who asked the question said, with an edge in his voice, ‘That’s because you know you’re not staying.  You know there is something better out there waiting for you when this is over.  You would look at things differently if you thought that working in these oil fields was all there was for you.”  (Campolo, p. 205)

We have seen what life looks like when it seems there is nothing waiting up ahead.   It looks like the town of Flagstaff, Maine.  The town was to be flooded, as part of a large lake for which a dam was being built.  In the months before it was to be flooded, all improvements and repairs in the whole town stopped.  No one painted a house, no one repaired a roof.  What was the use of repairing anything if the whole town was to be wiped out?  So, week by week, the whole town became more and more bedraggled, more gone to seed.  “Where there is no faith in the future, there is no power in the present.”  (sermonillustrations.com, “hope”)
But when there is a future to live into, there is power, power to endure, even overcome.

A number of years ago, you may recall, a self-made millionaire Eugene Lang was invited to speak to class of 59 sixth graders in East Harlem.  What could he say to inspire these students? He intended to tell the students “work hard and you’ll succeed.”  But on the way to the podium, the school principal told Lang that ¾ of the school’s students would probably never finish high school.  He wondered how he could get these …[severely disadvantage, often disinterested] children to even look at him.  Scrapping his notes, he decided to speak to them from him heart.  “Stay in school, “ he admonished, “and I’ll help pay the college tuition for every one of you.”  At that moment the lives of these students changed.  …  Said one student “I had something to look forward to, something waiting for me.  It was a golden feeling.”  In the end, nearly 90 % of the class went on to graduate from high school. (sermon illustrations.com, “hope” and ihaveadreamfoundation.org ) 
When there is a future to live into, when there is something waiting up ahead, there is power to endure. 
Dear exiles in Pottstown, Pennsylvania:  there is something waiting up ahead for you.
You have an unfading, imperishable, undefiled inheritance being kept for you, and you are being kept for it.  Think of it as a banquet, think of it as light, think of it as the peaceable kingdom, or any of the wonderful images given to us in scripture.  But know that your inheritance is full of unimaginable possibilities and indescribable joy.

The power of that future is already working here, now, in the present.  Like the Christians addressed in 1 Peter, you are already reaping dividends from your inheritance when you trust your future with God.  You, like they, are able to receive the outcome of your faith – your souls can be saved, from despair, from fear, from the futility of life, 
 “The vast, expansive, indestructible love of God is an unfolding, dynamic reality,” writes Rob Bell, “a reality …that every single one of us is endlessly being invited to trust, accept, believe, embrace, and experience… until it takes over every square inch of our lives.”  (Rob Bell, Love Wins, p. 194)
Sojourners gathered in the congregation on Evans street, 
you who suffer various trials in this world, remember and know, “deep in your bones, that [this] love wins…”
remember whose you are,
and rejoice.

Amen.

