“Life is Just Awe-full!”

Psalm 148; Hebrews 12:18-29
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Airline seats can be awfully awkward spaces for soms®pa  Any hope of just making
small talk with the person or persons in the sameuswally evaporates the moment a pastor is
asked “And what do you do for a living?”

According to several colleagues I've talked to aboutttirisugh the years, several
scenarios usually appear following the big “reveal.” &datks simply say “oh” and
immediately clam up, finding a sudden intense interestarairport maps found in the back of
the complimentary airline magazine. Others readttasy had no idea relics like Christian
ministers still existed, saying — well, okay, probably thugki- stuff like, “Well this is
wonderfull Me, sitting here with a live one!” Thgsusually followed by small talk about
going to church as a kid or about some favorite Gartigaillor routine.  The first sort of
rowmate I'll call the “clammer-avoider” and the othdrcall the “archeaologist-reminiscer.”
Both are easy enough to sit with. Ah, but awkwardnessntself full throttle when a third sort
of fellow passenger realizes they have a clergypgssoched like a sitting duck. I'll call this
type the “opportunist-confessor.”

Yes, this is the person who will use up whatever oxygemiresrfor the flight confessing
long held guilts or lifelong questions as if Jesus himsadf miraculously been assigned row 12,
seat b, right next to them. I've heard some rdaltystories, as well as quite a few serious ones,
regarding this sort of scenario. And if the “opportun@tfessor” just happens to have a fear
of flying, well, break out the Bible, the rosary (evegadu’re Protestant), and an oxygen mask
for good measure. A guaranteed long flight for the pastor

Knowing all this, | was more than a bit anxious when ktoty first cross-country flight
a few years ago. And | knew | had the middle seattbfee person row, with Jenny on the
aisle. But who would be crammed up against the windoavtaane? Would this person want
to make small talk, as I'm inclined to do? If so, waging to be an “opportunist-confessor”
situation?

Once | found my seat, | quickly noticed the person waddle-aged man with a nicely
trimmed beard and professional looking haircut. Hiseattioked somewhat like he’d borrowed
a few things from my closet. So | felt pretty conddate at first glance. At second glance, |
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grew a little more uncertain. That’s when | noticddgo on his shirt. It was a logo for
Princeton University. Having attended seminary in Ptowcewe had an immediately affinity
point for conversation. On the one hand, if he afiBated with the university or if he lived in
Princeton, we could make small talk about the campus,cut &ateries and the like on Nassau
Street.  On the other hand, however, since my coineeith that town was through the
seminary, I'd more than likely need to explain how | kremvd love the area and therefore
identify my profession. Keep in mind, | have no prob&arer really saying I'm a pastor — but
long flights are another story.

| don'’t clearly recall how it all unfolded, but the barh line is that he was a physics
professor at the University. Following my “reveal” @anversations, quite sensibly, focused
on creation and nature. He was a church member saanewdut, he admitted, mostly for the
wife and kids. His base line perspective on life ma® science. Our conversations could
have taken on the tone of debate, as often happemsdidwissing science and faith.
Pleasantly, though, this was not the case and our talkegpectful. Chances are, he didn’t
want a long flight either!

What | remember most, and the reason I've sharedtibig with you today, is what
happened when our words turned to talking about sunsets. Batida not feel a strong need
to precisely identify the cause behind their beauty. justecompletely agreed that we’ve both
seen some real “beauts,” and that our response @aelnéis been the same — one of
overwhelming awe. Facing such awe-inspiring beauty, welmd feelings of wanting to shut-
up and shut off our minds so as to immerse ourselves in ggoyfneand transcendently
peaceful moments.

And so the pastor and scientist sat together, reministiogt awe some thirty-eight
thousand feet in the air. Both of us could conclude, iroaur ways, that life truly is just awe-
full.

We can arrive at this conclusion, this summary state that life is full of awe-inspiring
moments, in SO many ways, many happening in unexpected waygge@mstances. Each path
of revelation is equally important and relevant. A biggoint needs to be made. It is that we
should never ignore life’s awiedl moments. This is the message of today’s Scripture passage

The twelfth chapter of Hebrews reminds us that whefeekehumbled and awed by our
God-breathed relationships with one another and withf &reation, what we Christians are
feeling is reverent worship. By grace and through famhrealize in those moments that we
truly are citizens of God’s sacred dominion and that neebéessed to be receiving glimpses of
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the unshakeable kingdom of heaven. Our “acceptable” wordtat is our responding in a

manner pleasing to God, is therefore reverence and awe

And so it is that we find ourselves praising God. Wd burselves back, however
briefly, in communion with the God described in thstfithapter of Genesis whose intention was
to declare “Let there be ”.and whose conclusion was ‘it is good.” And whaitanly of
communion with the Creator we have in Psalm 148! nivtsjust humankind doing the praising.
All of creation is in awe! Angels, stars, sea tuess, snowflakes, tall cedar trees join together
with world rulers and young and old people alike. The mepthe soul reason (s-0-u-l) of this
awe, is exultation of the One whose creative, ine®jeternally good power permeates
everything we know and hold dear. And so we are inspiredzi® @yad be grateful and to
generate good tidings to all generations to the Glory af. Gafe is perfectly awefull and we
who profess our love of God are to love it!

Indeed, though, there are times when life’s awe-fullicegshes into a point of personal
crisis. Such times can feel like blinders have beempuiot only our eyes, but also our hearts.
Starry nights succumb to heavy cloud cover. The smiteshildren’s faces morph into frowns
of dread. Birds seem gagged of their pleasant chirgteglings of awdullness come across
only as awfulness.

Just consider what happened to the late preacher JohpoGlaysense of awe when his
daughter was diagnosed with, and later died at the age éfom, leukemia. This triggered
within him a churning of “horror and bitterness and terral faar.” Such feelings did not keep
him from preaching a sermon about this, which he entitlef® ‘isia Gift.” It was written, as he
describes it, while he was “still much in shock, mutckea, very much broken, and by no means
fully healed.”

No wonder then, his words were so poignantly blunt,atawg such things as how he
was “tempted to conclude that our whole existence islytibsurd.” But alongside the “utter
absurdity” of what was happening to his little girl, heoadgperienced awki#l moments that,
again in his words, were “full of love and purpose and nmeghiSuch were community and
creation born evidences of “goodness that were anythingdsuird.” These evidences did not
eradicate the deep, deep grief he experienced. Nor dichdressarily buoy him back up to a
strong, unshakeable faith. They did, however, lead hignaitude.

In the end, his conclusion was that his daughter, Lauea Wwas a good gift from the
Creator’s hand, and that the “appropriate response to, &g when it is taken away, is
gratitude.” And so he was able to move between an awgfdrience and awfet!
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experiences, better able to try and thank God. To higregation at the time, he asked they

not see him as an authority on how to conquer grief, 9abmeone needing to be reminded that
indeed, “life is a gift, every last particle of it.”

And so, every time we wake up, we come into the presdrt@yoawe. Boarding an
airplane, coping with loss, come what may. You angelare in the midst of it right now.
What do you see? How are you experiencing it? Intgdatifor every particle and particular
gift of God in all of Creation, let us offer our praithis day and in the week to come. Amen.



