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On the Presbyterian Church planning calendar this is one of the few Sundays that has no suggested specific focus. Next Sunday is designated as Presbyterian Federal Chaplains Sunday, the following week Camp and Retreat Sunday, then Presbyterian Media Sunday as well as Universal Day of Prayer for Students Sunday, and then PDA blue t-shirt Sunday, and I am still waiting for bald-headed preacher Sunday! But then maybe that’s every Sunday! The list goes on and on. Someone once suggested we observe No Excuse Sunday which would be advertised as follows:

To make it possible for everyone to attend church this Sunday, we are going to celebrate “No Excuse Sunday”. Cots will be placed in the narthex for those who say, “I am too tired to get up.” Lounge chairs will be provided for those who feel the pews are too hard. Helmets will be provided for those who say, “The roof would cave in if I ever came to church.” Blankets will be furnished for those who think the church is too cold and fans for those who say the church is too hot. “Stamp out Stewardship” buttons will be available for those who feel that the church is always asking for money. Trees, flowers, and a putting green will be provided for those who say they prefer to seek God in nature. Hearing assistance devices will be available for those who can’t hear the preacher and cotton balls for those who can hear the preacher but wish they couldn’t. There is something here for everyone! No excuses!

How easy it is to devise excuses for those things we don’t want to do, and while it is easy to point the finger at flimsy Sunday morning excuses, we all find reasons to avoid answering God’s call from time to time. Sometimes the excuses are genuine, but sometimes they reflect nothing more than a lack of faith in ourselves or in what God can do through us. In this respect we have deep roots in our ancestors in faith.

· “We’re too old!” said Abraham and Sarah when God told them they would have a son. They laughed to think they might be AARP parents – and then Isaac came along. 

· “I don’t’ talk so good,” said Moses when God called to him from a burning bush and told him to lead God’s people out of Egypt. So God gave him Aaron and sent him on his way to Pharaoh anyway. 

·  “He’s too small!” jeered the soldiers when young David volunteered to fight Goliath. None was smaller, yet David slew Goliath with only a slingshot and five smooth stones. 

· “I’m too young, and I am a poor speaker,” said Jeremiah when God called him as a prophet of the Lord! “You will go where I tell you to go and I will tell you what to say,” said the Lord. And Jeremiah went. 

· “I’m too afraid,” said Ananias when God asked him to go to the newly converted Saul. Ananias suggested God had not read far enough down Saul’s resume to the “Persecutes Christians” part. But God insisted that Ananias go, and when God insists you go, you go. So Ananias went


Too old, too young; too busy, too tired; too fearful, too something – excuses abound for why we cannot do what God asks of us. God doesn’t buy such excuses, for greater than the excuses are the grace, power and will of God. God has a divine answer to silence any feeble excuse we may offer; it is simply this: I will be with you. 

Too old or too young? I will be with you! 

Too busy or too tired? I will be with you! 

Too frightened or anxious? I will be with you! 

“I will be with you! I will be with you! I will be with you!” says your God. That is God’s answer. God can do through us what we cannot do ourselves, for God works in us, through us, and when necessary, despite us. God offers not only comfort and strength, but also guidance and assurance that we can do more with God than we could possibly do alone. For, when God is with you, all things are possible!


That promise is a little hard for us to believe – that all things are possible. We tend to limit our horizons and possibilities, to think we can do less than we can. One of those limitations is the fear of failure. We want to succeed. We desperately want what we do to go well, without detour or disappointment, and so we allow that fear of failure to deter us from even trying.  A few years ago United Technologies ran a full-page ad in the Wall Street Journal that addressed this very issue. It read:
Don’t be afraid to fail. You have failed many times, only you may not remember. You fell down the first time you tried walking. You almost drowned the first time you tried to swim… R. P. Macy failed seven times before his store in New York caught on. English novelist John Creasy got 753 rejection slips before he published 564 books. Babe Ruth struck out 1,330 times, but he also hit 714 home runs. Don’t worry about failure. Worry about the chances you miss when you don’t even try.

God’s love is not dependent upon our success or our willingness to answer God’s call; God loves us anyway. But if we don’t answer God’s call then who will? What if Moses had refused to go to Pharaoh, or Jeremiah had declined to be a prophet, or Ananias had refused to see Paul? Do not assume that God will simply move on to someone else; you may be the one God needs. Remember Jonah? He tried to avoid God’s call by climbing on a ship heading the opposite direction from Nineveh. How did that work out for him? He ended up going to Nineveh anyway and through him the people repented and were saved.


Nelson Mandela suggests that it is not the fear of failure, but the fear of success that holds us back. In an oft-quoted passage he writes: 

Our deepest fear is not that we are inadequate. Our deepest fear is that we are powerful beyond measure… We ask ourselves, who am I to be brilliant, gorgeous, talented, and fabulous? Actually, who are you not to be? You are a child of God. Your playing small doesn’t serve the world.

We serve no one, least of all God, by denying the gifts that we have and by making excuses for why we cannot do what God asks of us. God knows us better than we know ourselves. God knows what we are capable of doing, even when we deny it. While it may be challenging to determine just what God is asking of us at any given point in time, we are called to resist joining Moses, Jeremiah, and Ananias in searching for excuses that will relieve us from responsibility for even trying.


One of my seminary professors urged us young ministers-to-be to profess our strengths and confess our weaknesses. He wanted us to acknowledge what we did well and put those skills to good use, but also to recognize our weaknesses, not as an excuse for avoiding God’s call, but as a realistic appraisal of where we might need help along the way – whether that help be from others or from God. God can use our strengths, but God can also use our weaknesses, or use us despite our weaknesses, in order to further God’s good purposes. All those biblical folks were quick to raise their weaknesses as excuses for not serving, but God used them anyway, and God can use us anyway too!

Discerning God’s call begins with prayer, and the prayer is not, “Lord, leave me alone and call somebody else.” Discerning God’s call begins with listening for God’s intention for our lives, and resisting the urge to tell God what we think God should do with us. As Parker Palmer puts it, “Before you tell your life what you intend to do with it, listen for what it intends to do with you.”
  Or more appropriately, listen for what God intends to do with you. 
The story is told of the devout farmer who was plowing his fields one day when he saw clearly written in the sky the letters PC. “It is a sign from God,” he said. “I am to go and preach Christ.” So he left his farm and began a career in ministry. However, he proved to be a terrible preacher and had many years of unsatisfying and unsuccessful ministry before he died. When he got to heaven, he asked what had happened. “I saw the letters PC by which you called me to preach Christ,” he said. “Why then did my ministry never prosper?” “Well,” he was told, “PC didn’t mean preach Christ; it meant plant corn.”
Discerning God’s call is not always easy, and sometimes asks of us an open mind and patience to discern just what the call is. In trying to decide whether to leave law to become a minister I set several reasonable deadlines for God to let me know what to do, and God missed them all. But in time – not in my time, but in God’s time – the call became clear and hear I am. God may be calling you too. In some way, shape, or form, for some good purpose, God needs you and your gifts and promises to be with you in doing whatever it is God calls you to do. So when God calls you, not if but when God calls you, how will you respond? With a litany of excuses – good luck with that! Or maybe, just maybe, by saying patiently, faithfully: Here I am Lord, use me! Amen
�  Nelson Mandela, Inaugural Speech, 1994


� Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak: Listening for the Voice of Vocation, San Francisco: Jossey-Bass (2000) p.3
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