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What Will You Do With Your Dash?
January 4th, 2009

I’d like to ask you to do something as we get started this morning... something I’ve asked you to do once before. 

· In your bulletin this morning is my message outline. And on the top of that outline you’ll see two sets of four lines separated by a dash.

· On the left set of blank lines, I’d like you write down the year in which you were born. 

· Now I realize that at this point, you’ll want to carefully shield this piece of paper from anybody sitting around you… but still… write in that year.

Then, on the right side of the “dash” I’d like you fill in only the first two blank spaces with the numbers “2” and then “0”.  

· And, of course, we’re leaving those last two blanks empty because we don’t yet know what that year will be. 

· I’ll do mine on this piece of paper up here… [1977-20 _ _]  Ok.  Kidding.

· So, every one of us has filled in as many of these blanks as we can. 

There was a day when you entered this world. And we mark that day… we celebrate that day. 

· Every one of us has a date for when we entered the world… and every one of us has another, incomplete date, for when we will leave this world. 

· Now obviously, we don’t have all that much control over these two numbers, do we? Nobody asked you when you were born, “Are you ready to enter the world?” 

· And typically speaking, nobody, at least nobody who can really make a difference, will be asking you when you want to go.

· But in between your first day and your last day, there’s this little dash. And what that little dash represents is your LIFE. 

And as small as it may seem… All of our living, all of our loving, all of our growing, all of our challenges, all of our accomplishments…

· All of our races, all of our efforts, and all of our friendships need to be crammed into that one little hyphen. 

· And yet, everything that is written here, on this little dash, is the one part of our lives that is mostly up to us… whether it proves itself to have been a blessing to this world or not.

So the question I want to ask you as we get started this morning is this… “What are you going to do with your dash?” 

· We all get one... but only one.  So, as we launch into this New Year, what will you do with that one “dash of time” you’ve been given?

· You see, wise people have reflected on this for a long time. You have to… because our lives go by so fast.

· But this is why the Psalmist asks God in Psalm 90:12, to “Teach us to number our days aright, that we may gain a heart of wisdom.”  
Now, even though I use iCal on my Mac, which syncs to my iPhone, I still buy an erasable wall calendar each year.

· In fact, I bought my calendar sometime in September or early October… because, sadly, I was already having to get some things scheduled for the new year. 

· But, as I take down last year’s calendar… as I look at all the writing in all those boxes… all the investment of time and energy... good and bad…  

· I can’t help but wonder… “How’d I do? Was I a little wiser in the way I used my time this year than I was the year before? Was I generous in the way I spent time with God & my family?”
Then I look at the new calendar… and it’s amazing… so many empty boxes… and yet, all those boxes… they’re already numbered.

· And so what the Psalmist is asking here is for God to show him how to fill in those boxes… how to live those days… wisely.

· Just look at those empty boxes… No painful trials have marred any of those days… and yet; no great joys have graced them. 

· There are no mistakes, but there are also no successes. I have another 365 days either to squander or live wisely. The choice is mine. 

· I look at this empty calendar and I wonder, “W.ill I number my days aright?” “How will I live out my life?” “What will I do with the dash?”
Now, let me ask you another question... one that might, at first, seem unrelated. What do you think are some of the most dangerous objects in your home?  

· One philosophy professor wrote a book on risk and focused one chapter on household risk.  

· Now some of his findings are pretty much what you expect.  For example, kitchen knives injure around 460g people each year. 

· Manual and power saws account for about 100,000 injuries every year… which is why, even though I have them, I am strongly encouraged by those who know me best to never, ever turn them on.

But other household “hazards” surprise me. For example, every year, 20 people in America are strangled by drapery cords. 

· Not only that… the author of that book, Larry Lowden, makes the claim… and I’m quoting directly from his book, that “Annually, some 4,000 of us seriously injure ourselves on pillows.”
· He doesn’t say how we injure ourselves with pillows... but beyond a scene from the Godfather where someone holds a pillow over your face… I just don’t get it!

So, let me ask you… what do you think is the most dangerous object in your house? Go ahead… throw out some answers.

· Well… all those things may be dangerous… but let me show you what I think just might be the two most dangerous objects in your house. (Slide)
· Can you tell me, from this picture, what the two most dangerous things in your house might just be?

· Well, the first is that big old ottoman. I mean, look at that poor guy all spread out in his EZ-Chair. 

Does this look like someone ready to spring into action? Does this just look like someone who’s poised for an explosion of growth and development? 

· Somebody who’s ready to suffer for another person in need? 

· If God were to call him to a challenging task right now, do you think he’d be ready?  

· What about our own lives? If your life was primarily devoted to life in the chair, to maximizing your level of comfort, minimizing any kind of stress or problems…

· If that was the primary purpose of your life, does that make your heart beat really fast? 

· Is that enough to make you jump out of bed every morning with anticipation and wonder? 

You know, there are a lot good things I can fill those boxes with on my calendar… a lot of necessary things… from shoveling snow to going to church.
· But there are a lot of other things that so easily fill parts of those boxes… things that distract us away from the kind of purposeful life God is inviting us to.
· Can you think of what some of those distractions might be? Yes… TV is definitely one of those distractions!
· That’s why TV just might be the second most dangerous thing in your house.
Did you know that the average American watches more than four hours a day, equal to 12 solid years of nonstop TV watching by the time they hit 72?

· When you get to be 72 years old, do you want to look back on your life and say, "I spent 12 years watching television"?
· You know, at the age of 6, the average child will have invested more hours watching TV than in speaking with his or her father over an entire lifetime.

· I mean, how many people go into parenting with the goal of having their child hear more from a TV set than by the age of 6 than from their father over the course of a lifetime?

So, let me tell you what I think is so dangerous about that chair and that TV. I think what’s so dangerous about them isn’t the stuff you do while you’re sitting in it or watching it.    

· I think it’s the stuff you don’t do because you’re sitting in it and watching it. It’s the relationships that you never deepen. 

· It’s the people in need that you never serve because you don’t ever see them. 

It’s the great, desperate, needy, urgent prayers you never pray. The helpful, challenging books you’ll never read… The noble thought that you never think. 

· It’s the races that you never run, the battles you were made to fight that you never fight, the laughter you don’t laugh, the tears that you never weep.   

· It’s the great adventure of life with God that you were made for that you never go on. 

Not long ago, a friend of mine who has pastored for a number of years asked me a challenging question.  

· He asked if, through my day-to-day decisions and choices… if I really am becoming more and more the man God has called me to be… the man I really want to become.

· And, if not… then why? What’s getting in the way?  Why aren’t more of those books on my shelf getting read? 

· Why aren’t I personally connecting more with struggling families in our area?

What’s getting in the way?  And, as I consider that, I can’t help but ask… Would I really allow something like TV to get in the way? 

· You see, it’s easy to forget just how dangerous that TV can be… not so much because of what’s on the TV but because of all the things I’m not doing because I’m sitting in front of it.

· Truth is, if we made a list of all the people we admire most, I can guarantee you that none of them spent most every evening watching a few hours of TV.

You see, you were made for something more than just life in the chair. You were made for something so much greater than whatever a TV can offer.

· We were all made to do something more with our lives than to secure or maximize our comfort & security. 

· You were made to spend your life in a risky partnership with God. 

· That’s why that chair & TV might just be the two most dangerous objects in your house. 

· Not because of what happens when you’re in it or watching on it… but because of what doesn’t happen.

Now, when I talk about a life of risk and adventure, I’m not saying that you should hop out of your ez-chair and parachute out of an airplane or jump into Niagara Falls in a barrel.

· And I’m not calling us to a life of exhaustion or to a life without rest. 

· Instead, it’s really about making our day-to-day lives a vibrant partnership with God. 

· It’s waking up in the morning and saying, “God, what do you have for me to do today? I’ll do it. What can I put in today’s box on my calendar that will help me become more of the person you want me to be?”  
Pretty much throughout the Bible, we see God calling us people out… challenging His people to take on a particular assignment or task.  

· And what I’ve seen is that whenever God calls someone… there seems to be a consistent pattern of what all that looks like.

· In fact, there are five areas that seem to be present whenever God calls & challenges His people. 

1. The first one is the initial call. Each of these “call narratives,” which is what Bible scholars all them, begin with God asking somebody to do something. 

· But let me ask you... can you think of where, in the Bible, God interrupts somebody’s life and ask them to do an easy job? 

· When does God interrupt somebody’s life and say, “I’ve got an assignment for you, and it’s pretty quick and there’s not much demand attached to it.”  
· You see, it doesn’t always happen that way? In fact, God rarely gives anybody an easy job. 

Just read Hebrews chapter 11 where we read about one person after another whose lives were interrupted by God calling them to a challenging task. 

· God comes to Noah and says, “I want you to build an ark in the face of ridicule and restart the whole human race on earth.” 
· God comes to Abraham and says, “I want you to leave everything that’s familiar to you. Go to a far country that I’ll show you when you get there.
· God comes to Joseph and says, “I want you to be faithful to me when you’re betrayed by your brothers and you’re in prison and you’re a slave.”  
· God comes to Moses and says, “I want you to leave a life that’s very comfortable-- and go back to Egypt in order to defy the Pharaoh.” 

Listen… more than anything else, I want you to know that God loves you… He loves you intensely… He wants you to know Him… to experience His grace and goodness and to enjoy His presence forever.

· And yet, we need to realize that God is not spending nearly as much time developing new ways of bringing comfort into our lives as we’d like Him to. 

· It’s so important that we understand this because we live in a world where comfort is one of the things that we’re most often encouraged to pursue… to give our lives to… to buy at any cost. 

And sometimes people will think about God like, “I followed God, I said yes to God, and he didn’t make my life comfortable. He didn’t give me all of the things that I wanted to feel safe and secure, and well off.”  

· And so they feel as though there’s something wrong with God or something wrong with them. But God never promises that. 

· Truth is, when God calls people, it may be to something very much outside their comfort zone.  

· So it starts with a call… and often a challenging call.

2. Then secondly, there’s always a response. In every case, the person whose life God interrupts will express his or her initial reaction directly to God.   

· And after God gives somebody a hard assignment, how often do you think the person responds saying, “What a great opportunity! Defy Pharaoh, take on the Midianites, spend the night in the lions’ den, walk into a fiery furnace, face jeers, flogging, chains, prison. Fabulous! What a great challenge! Thank you God!” 

· Almost never do people respond to God like that in the Bible.  Instead, the response is almost always… fear!  
Sometimes it’s fear of inadequacy. God comes to a character named Gideon and says, “I want you to save my people from the Midianites, from their enemy. I want you to be the guy that leads them into battle.”

· “But Lord,’ Gideon asked, ‘How can I save Israel? My clan is the weakest in Manasseh and I am the least in my family.
· “I’m not adequate for this, God! You talk about dysfunctional families, my family is the most dysfunctional family in all of Manasseh, and I’m the lowest functioning person in my family.” 

· Sometimes it’s the fear of failure. God asked Moses to send to send out some scouts to explore the Promised Land. Then of the twelve came back, ten announced that…

· “The land we explored devours those who are living in it. All the people we saw there are of great size. We can never do it. We ought to go back home. We’re going to fail.” 

I mention this because sometimes people say things like, “God would never ask me to do something that I can’t handle.”  

· To the contrary, in the Bible God almost always asks people to do something they can’t handle—at least not on their own. 

· You see, in the Bible, when God calls somebody to do something, their initial response is almost always that they’re scared to death. 

· So, if there’s a challenge in front of you, a course of action, a road that if you walked down it would cause you to grow and would be a blessing to people that are around you, but you’re scared to do it, don’t just say no…

· Because there’s a real good chance that God is in that challenge.   

I’ll go a step farther. If you’re not facing any challenges too big for you in your life right now, if it’s been a long time since you’ve been scared, it’s real possible that you’ve been spending a little too much time in that chair. 

· I mean… what’s in your heart to do?  Maybe God’s nudging you regarding those living in poverty… maybe you’ve been talking about volunteering at a children’s cancer center.  

· Maybe He’s tugging at your heart to reach out to those with AIDS… or to share your faith with more of those around you.

· Maybe you see the need for more Bible training… maybe you’re struck by the needs of our young people… to be more grounded in the Word… maybe its time to consider teaching Sunday School

· Maybe you see the need for community and He’s nudging you to start a home group.

You see, guys, I have never known anybody who had a deep, risky, bold faith in God that led an easy, comfortable, challenge-avoiding life. Never. 

· Believe me… the last thing in the world I want to be or have this message come off looking like… is being legalistic.

· It’s just that I know that, for the most part, “the chair” and TV will not contribute toward building a faith that’s worth having… a full and meaningful life that’s really worth living.

· Nobody gets to the end of their life and looks back at the time on the chair in front of the TV and says, “Man, those were great memories, those were great days.” 

· God calls. Almost always, people are scared, they feel inadequate. 

· But then comes the next component in these stories: 3. God gives a promise. God offers reassurance. 

A striking thing about these stories of God calling people is that even though people almost always have an initial response of resistance, God never reacts by saying, “Oh, I can see where this would be pretty scary. So… never mind… don’t worry about it.”  

· God knows people get scared, and so, He makes a promise. So God says to Gideon, “The Lord is with you, mighty warrior.” 
· Mighty Warrior?  Are you kidding?  The guys got tons of issues. He’s terrified!  

· But God sees in us what we can become as we walk in His power, grace, and authority. 

· God speaks these magnificent words to Joshua: “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged.” Why? “For the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.” 

· Some of you need to write those words down and carry them with you wherever you go.   

And again, it’s very important we understand what these promises mean. They don’t mean that if you follow God, nothing bad will ever happen to you. 

· God never promises that if you respond to Him and follow His call, that your life will be easy. 

· You will be challenged… and you just might suffer. You might hurt. 

· All of us who follow Christ follow in a way of faith for which countless people have given their lives. 

In Romans 12, Paul wrote to the young church in Rome saying, “I am convinced that nothing--height nor depth, angels nor demons, powers nor principalities, danger, nakedness, famine, sword—nothing is able to separate me from the love of God.” 

· He doesn’t say, “Nothing is able to harm me.” What he says is that “Nothing is able to separate me from the love of God.” 
· God calls somebody. That person is scared and feels inadequate. God gives a promise, he reassures them, “I’ll be with you.” 

That leads to the fourth component, which is the time of decision where you need to decide what you’re going to do. 

· Of course you feel scared… feel inadequate... you’ve measured the cost… you’ve considered how much time in the chair you’d have to give us in order to do it…

· And even with God’s promises, you still wonder if you could ever pull it off.  

· In spite of what I’m sharing here, you may challenge that nudging inside saying, “God, why would you interrupt my life like this… it was challenging enough just living life without you putting this burden in my heart for my neighbors.”
But still… you’ll need to give an answer…  you’ll need to respond.   And as much as God truly does care about how you’re feeling about that challenge He’s been laying before you…

· What ultimately matters is whether you’ll say yes or no to God. That’s what matters.

· What matters is whether we say yes to the challenges… say “yes” to a life of adventure with God… OR just remain on the chair… focused on building a life that simply maximizes comfort & security.

· But just remember… comfort never made anybody feel alive down to the tips of their toes. It never will. 

So let me ask you. What has God been putting on your heart? What has He been challenging you with in your life right now? 

· Maybe it involves a relational risk, telling the truth to somebody, and you’ve been scared. 

· Maybe God is calling you to a different vocational direction, but you’ve been holding back because you’re afraid. 

Maybe you’re holding on to your money right now even though you know inside that God’s wanting you to be more generous with what you have.

· Maybe you’ve been talking about or thinking about the need to invest more in your marriage… to take things up a notch… but giving up one evening each week for eight weeks just seems like too much.

· Maybe God’s asking you to explore some area where he’s gifted you to be able to serve other people, but you’ve been holding back because you don’t feel qualified. 

For some, maybe there’s a secret sin or struggle nobody knows about, maybe an addiction or some kind of pattern that’s quite destructive. 

· And you’ve been scared to death somebody would find out, so you’ve never gotten help.   

· And the challenge for you is: Will you lay down that mask that tries to say that everything is ok… will you come out of hiding in order to begin that journey of healing?

· You see, even in this broken world, still, as followers of Jesus, we’re not intended to arrive at the end of our lives having carried the burden of shame and guilt and junk the whole way through.

It may take a real act of courage for you to say yes to the things God is putting on your heart… but will you say, “yes?” 

· Maybe you’re wanting to do something noble for the Kingdom… but God isn’t opening that door… 

· And yet, maybe God is calling you to something else… something less attractive… something that will earn far fewer “pats of the back.”

· Will you still say, “Yes”?  So… what is it for you? In what area is God asking you to get out of the proverbial chair? To say yes? 

I’ll tell you why it matters so much. It’s because the fifth and final component of these stories always ends up being the story of a changed life.   

· Both in the Bible and in history, every time somebody says yes to God, their world changes a little bit. 

· When we say yes to God, our faith gets a little deeper… our courage gets a little stronger… our light glows a little brighter.

· When you say no, when God asks you to do something and you say no, your heart gets a little colder, and you get a little harder of hearing… 

· And your faith gets a little weaker, and you get a little more addicted to the chair. And it gets a little less likely that you’ll ever get out of it. 

I want to introduce to you one of the great risk-takers of the 20th century. Her name was Henrietta Mears [slide of her portrait]. Take a good look at her. Does this look like a tremendous risk-taker to you? 

· Like a really bold, gutsy, Indiana Jones kind of person? Because in a way, she was.

· Henrietta Mears was single woman who developed a deep burden to teach the children at her church in California more of the Bible.

· It wasn’t always easy since she always had terrible vision.  In fact, she had been told that she’d be blind by the time she reached thirty years of age

· But in spite of all that, she said “yes” to God.

In the first two years teaching Sunday School, the number of students under her ministry grew from 400 to over 4,000. That was unheard of in those days. 

· And yet, she was frustrated at not being able to find good materials to help her students learn about the Bible in a way that wasn’t boring. 

· So she started writing and printing her own stuff.   

· In fact, other churches began coming to her… asking for copies of her materials.  

· And so… in the garage of a good friend of hers, Henrietta Mears started Gospel Light Publications.

· Which grew into something nobody would have guessed.

She then wanted a retreat area where people, especially young people, could get out of the congested city and go listen to God, to get close to God. 

· In the 1930s, she found an area that would be perfect, way up in the San Bernardino Mountains… valued at $350,000. But, this was in the middle of the Depression… and so the price might as well have been in the millions. 

· So she just started to pray, “God, give me that mountain. This would be a good thing. This would bless people. God give us the mountain.” 

· And she gathered a group of people and asked them to start praying.   She told them, “You have to dream big where God is involved.” 

· They ended up getting that property for $30,000. And it became what’s known as Forest Home Christian Center… and, over 70 years, it has been changing the lives of thousands of people. 

In fact, a whole generation of Christian leaders were developed and mentored by this hat-wearing, middle-aged woman. 

· Dick Halverson, who would go on to become chaplain of the United States Senate, was one of her students.   

· Bill Bright, who began a huge ministry all around the world called Campus Crusade for Christ… which has brought the Gospel to millions of people… was one of her students. 

Billy Graham said of her, “Henrietta Mears was certainly one of the greatest Christians I have ever known.” 

· He said that apart from his mom and his wife, no woman ever had a stronger impact on his life.

· If you go to Forest Home today, you can find around the lake a place where over 50 years ago, at a great crisis point in his life, after prolonged conversations with Henrietta Mears and prayers…

· Billy Graham knelt down and prayed to God, “For the rest of my life, I will preach the Bible with simple faith.” 

Ironically enough, no one has produced leaders in the 20th century that shaped the church like this ordinary woman.   
· In fact, Christianity Today named her as one of the most influential Christians in the world of the 20th century. 
· Ruth Bell Graham wrote of her, “I think Miss Mears had the greatest capacity for loving people of almost anyone I know.  Some of us talk about love. Miss Mears loved. No wonder God used her!”
· When she was on her deathbed in the hospital, when she was facing her very last days, somebody asked her… if she had her whole life to do over again… would she do anything differently?    

Henrietta Mears looked back at her whole life. She looked at all that she had done. She looked at all the lives that she’d changed. She looked at all the things that she had taught. 

· She looked at all the risks that she had undertaken. She looked at all the bold prayers that she had dared to pray. 

· She looked at all the things for God that she had amazingly ventured to do. 

· She looked at it all, and in her deathbed, in her last days, she said, “I wish I’d trusted Christ for more.”  
· “ I wish I’d prayed riskier prayers. I wish I’d asked for bigger mountains. I wish I’d taken scarier risks. I wish I’d trusted him for more.” 
Honestly, guys, I have never known anybody who had a deep, risky, bold faith in God that led an easy, comfortable, challenge-avoiding life. 

· Because that chair and that TV will almost never contribute toward building a faith that’s worth having… a life of meaning and purpose.
· What is it in your life that gets in the way? Maybe it really is the chair or TV… but if not… what it is?

Is there an area of your life today where God is calling you off of the chair? Are you willing to take the risk?  

· Are you willing to say “yes” to God… To life this life on His terms and not your own? 

· Guys, there’s no more important time to consider this question than on the first day of a New Year.

· You see, one day, you entered this world. It was a good day… and one day, you will leave the world. 
· And in between the first day and the last day is the only life you will ever have. So what are you going to do with your dash?  
