“Maturing Toward Dependence”

I Kings 17:17-24; Luke 7:11-17

I started college in the fall of 1978.  I graduated in December of 1983.  If you do the math, it took me 5½ years to get my degree.  I wish I could say it took me so long because I was working my way through school, but that wasn’t the case.  Perhaps I could justify the additional year and a half by claiming a prolonged illness kept me out of the classroom for a few semesters, but that was not the case either.  The truth is I got overly involved in the leadership of my fraternity and other distractions, and I didn’t take care of my primary purpose as a college student—my work in the classroom.
Well, somewhere in my first senior year, responsibility kicked in.  I buckled down and hit the books.  I ultimately graduated with a respectable G.P.A., but to do so required me to move off campus and away from distractions.  I moved back home with my mom and dad.  I’m the youngest of four children, so for about a year my parents had enjoyed the freedom and solitude of being empty nesters.  Now they never complained when I moved back into the house, and I’m sure they enjoyed having one of their children back under their roof.  But I also suspect that my being there on a regular basis changed some their plans for this stage of their lives, so there began to grow in me a strong desire to finish my education and graduate—to be on my own, to be independent, and self-sufficient.

Independence is a highly valued character trait that is honored and praised in our culture.  Independence is a foundational value of the American spirit.  The birth of our nation began with the Declaration of Independence.  The western frontier was pioneered by independent, self-sufficient settlers.  And the fictional character, the Lone Ranger, has become an icon of the American narrative.  We are a fiercely independent people.  We value independence.  We praise self-sufficiency.  And in many ways, we drink these values in with our mother’s milk without even realizing it, so it’s little wonder that I began having feelings of guilt when I moved back home, when I failed to be independent at the culturally appropriate age.
Now there’s a lot to be said for self-sufficiency and independence, and there certainly should come a time in life when a healthy capable child should stand on his or her own two feet and assume responsibility for their life.  A part of a parent’s job is gradually cutting the apron strings and allowing their children to do for themselves.  And I believe the desire for independence and self-sufficiency is somewhat ingrained in us.  When my daughter, Merritt, was young she used to say to her mother and me, “I do it self!”  I’m not against independence and self-sufficiency, but my sermon title, “Maturing Toward Dependence,” should clue you in to where I am going.  You see, I believe there is a deadly danger to our spiritual lives when independence and self-sufficiency are valued to an extreme.
When we value independence absolutely, when we praise and honor self-sufficiency as one of our highest virtues, we begin to border on idolatry.  You see, seeking to be completely independent and totally self-sufficient is to aspire to reach a point where we don’t need help from anyone, not even God.  Our trust and our hope in our daily lives are in our own ingenuity and ability.  God is only there for emergencies and major catastrophes.  For the most part we say, “I got this, God.  I can make it on my own.  When I need you, Lord, I’ll call you.”  From this perspective, our independence and self-sufficiency become an idol, finding our primary source of hope and faith in ourselves.
A good friend of mine is very active in prison ministry, and through his relationships with many prisoners who became Christians my friend began to envy their spiritual life.  He once said to me: “These prisoners know very clearly how desperately they depend upon God to turn their lives around.  The rest of us often delude ourselves into believing we are doing just fine on our own.”

In a similar way, I’m envious of the spiritual life of the woman in our scripture reading because she knew very well how desperately she depended upon God’s providential care and abiding presence in her life.  You see, this woman was a widow in a patriarchal society.  Without a male head of household, she would have no rights to land ownership and very little protection from the law.  And while providing food for orphans and widows was a part of the Mosaic Law, the words of the prophets clearly reveal that these commands were often ignored.  With the death of her son, she not only lost her beloved child she had also lost any hope for her future.  This woman clearly understood her total dependence upon God—God’s love and grace, God’s care and presence.  The rest of us often delude ourselves into believing that we are doing just fine on our own.
One problem with independence and self-sufficiency, when taken to an extreme, is that it inevitably leads to isolation.  We delude ourselves into believing we can exist as an Island unto ourselves.  I’m always amazed at the number of people who won’t accept a meal from the church when they come home from the hospital or after a death or pastoral concern in their family.  “We’re doing Okay,” they say.  “We can make it on our own.”  But you see, the primary purpose of these meals is not so much to solve the problem of putting food on the table.  Most of us have the means to order Take-Out or go by the grocery store and pick up a rotisserie chicken.  The primary purpose of these meals is to witness God’s love and grace and presence, extended to you through the church.  But we’ve been taught from birth that it’s better to give than to receive, and I understand the merit of that proverb.  But if grace is ever to be shared and experienced, we also all need to receive.
In our reading from Luke’s Gospel, when the crowd sees the widow’s son raised from the dead, they proclaim, “God has looked favorably on his people!”  That’s the way the NRSV interprets the Greek.  The NIV says, “God has come to help his people.”  But I like Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of this passage best of all: “[The crowd] realized they were in a place of holy mystery, that God was at work among them.  They were quietly worshipful—and then noisily grateful, calling out among themselves, ‘God is back, looking to the needs of his people!’”
In many of my Bible studies, I often point to the theology of Alcoholics Anonymous.  The first of the twelve steps toward sobriety is admitting we are powerless over our addictions and that our lives have become unmanageable.  Well, in a similar way, perhaps one step for some of us on our journey of faith is admitting our addiction to self-sufficiency and independence, recognizing all the ways this isolates us from gratitude to God and others, making our lives and our world unmanageable.  You see, if I firmly believe that I really have achieved and earned everything in life—or almost everything—all by myself, then it would seem to me that I owe gratitude only to me.
So, let me ask you, who taught you to read?  Did you figure it out all by yourself, or did you have parents who read to you and emphasized the importance of education?  Did you have a teacher who believed in you and encouraged you and gave you self-confidence?  Were there mentors in your life who witnessed hard productive work, teaching you a good work ethic?  These are the angels God placed in your life who have made you the person you are.  Were you born into a home with a roof over your head and decent clothes to wear and food on the table?  If so, you don’t get credit for that.  You didn’t decide where to be born.  And please recognize the expectation this home created for you, the confident expectation that this standard of living would be possible for you to provide for your children, an unearned expectation that empowered your success.  And even if you were born into poverty, did you really work your way out all by yourself?  Or did God send angels into your life who inspired you, and believed in you, and gave you the support and confidence you needed to become the person you are today?  Did you really earn and achieve everything all by yourself?
Folks, when we deceive ourselves into believing that we have earned or achieved everything in life all on our own, we are placing our hope and our trust and our faith in ourselves.  We are living our lives without recognizing our need for God, living independently from God, grateful to only ourselves.

But there can come a moment when a person finally recognizes the delusion of their complete self-sufficiency and the danger of their desire for absolute independence.  There can come a moment when a person finally recognizes and proclaims their absolute and desperate need for God to turn their lives around toward God and others.  Step Two in Alcoholics Anonymous is believing that only a Power greater than ourselves can restore us to sanity.  In Christian terms, we believe that only God can raise us from the hopeless death of independent isolation.  Only God can begin our life-long journey into inner-connected relationships with God and others, relationships of love and care, compassion and gratitude—the life for which we were all created.
One way you might have experienced God’s presence, care, and compassion is through one of the angels God placed in your life.  So, my question for you is how can God now use you to be one of God’s angels witnessing God’s compassion, concern, and provision for others?
And that’s my prayer for this church.  I pray that we can continue growing as a people who are alive to the mystery of God’s presence in our lives and how God’s care and compassion for us can inspire our care and compassion for each other—our need for each other.  I pray that in the reverence of our worship, we can grow “noisily grateful, calling out, ‘God is back, looking to the needs of [God’s] people.’”  I pray that we might grow to maturity in our absolute dependence on God.

Let us pray:

O Lord, thank you for sending your son to raise us to a new life of hope and love and gratitude.  Help us now to place our lives in his hands, growing into the maturity of total dependence on you.  Amen.
David A. Cagle
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