June 6, 2010
Which Will You Feed?
Galatians 5:16-26

The ‘fruit of the Spirit’ is the theme for our worship in the month of June. Each week we’ll be taking one aspect of this passage and examining it more closely: things like patience, faithfulness and self-control. How does the Spirit help us in our weakness? How does the presence of the Spirit give us power to do things we could not or would not do on our own power? 

The image Paul sets up in his letter to the Galatians is clear. He presents a laundry list of things that are deplorable and things that are commendable. These virtues and vices wouldn’t have been a new concept to the people living in Galatia. The Greek philosophers had a lot to say about how one should live, and what the ‘good life’ really is. These new Christians, who lived far away from Jerusalem and knew little about Judaism and their God, these Greek-speaking Christians would have understood easily what Paul was driving at. 
Which way will you live? What will you choose? In Christian language, it is the choice between the way of the Spirit and the way of the world, or what is often translated the way of ‘flesh.’ 
It reminds me of a parable I heard some time ago. 

One evening an old Cherokee told his grandson about a battle that goes on inside people. He said, "My son, the battle is between two wolves inside us all. 


"One is Evil -  It is anger, envy, jealousy, sorrow, regret, greed, arrogance, self-pity, guilt, resentment, inferiority, lies, false pride, superiority, and ego.

"The other is Good - It is joy, peace, love, hope, serenity, humility, kindness, benevolence, empathy, generosity, truth, compassion and faith."

The grandson thought about it for a minute and then asked his grandfather: "Which wolf wins?"

The old Cherokee simply replied, "The one you feed."
What will we feed? 

You know what it’s like to feed one ‘wolf’ or the other. How easy it is to nurse petty grievances, remembering a hurt or a slight over and over again, working it over in your mind like your tongue seeking out a sore tooth. You know what it’s like to let your mind wander into places you know are not good. You know how ideas and images and feelings can take over, as if they have a life of their own. That’s the way of the world. 

But it’s also clear that there is another way we can nurture and feed, and the Spirit will help us in our weakness. There is a way that has already been cleared for us, a path that leads to joy, peace, serenity, courage, and strength. It isn’t out of our reach. It isn’t impossible to get there. It isn’t wishful thinking to imagine we can live the good life, that is, the life God wants us to have, that is free from the weight of the baggage most of us carry. 

If we live by the Spirit, the Spirit will guide us in that way. It’s not left up to us to somehow figure it out on our own. We are not implored to be moral creatures, good little boys and girls, on our own will-power. We are invited to follow in the way of Jesus, empowered and guided by the Spirit, who will help us every step of the way. 

Along the way there will be helpers, people who will encourage us and walk alongside us. There will be heroes to inspire us, people who have done things much harder than we are called to do. There will be guides who show us the way, the path of peace, the way of love. 
I collect stories of people like that. They inspire me and give me strength. When I feel weak, they show me strength. When I feel despair, they show me hope. When I feel like nothing really makes a difference, they show me the difference they have made. 

I want to tell you about one of those heroes today. 

His name is Vedran Smailovic.  In 1992 he was the principal cellist of the Sarajevo Opera, as well as playing for the Sarajevo Philharmonic Orchestra, the National Theatre of Sarajevo, for festivals in recording studios. He was 37 years old, and his life was full and beautiful.  
But then war broke out in Sarajevo. He and his colleagues did not think it was possible. Even though ethnic warfare erupted all around them, their city was so full of life and beauty and unity that they thought they were immune. But as one writer describes it, “beautiful Sarajevo, with its rich theatre and art traditions, had transformed into Europe’s ‘capital of hell’.”

On May 27, 1992, Smailovic was practicing his cello when he heard a mortar shell strike somewhere near his building. It hit outside a bakery, the only functioning bakery left in the entire city. A long line of people were there that morning, waiting for bread. Twenty two people, including women and children, were instantly killed. 

The senselessness of this violence appalled him, and shook him to the core. 

The next day, Smailovic began his witness. That morning, and for 22 successive days, he went to the place where the people had died. He played in memory and in mourning. He dressed as if he were playing a concert, in his black tux with tails. He brought his cello outside to the spot where the people had died, and he played Albinoni’s Adagio. For 22 days he played in mourning and in protest. Putting his own life at risk, with snipers everywhere and mortar shells still falling, he played. He played as a witness to the way life was meant to be.
 
We have a choice in how we will live. Every day and every hour we have to make that choice. The way of the world is easy: to sink into anger or despair, to nurse old grievances, small or large, to escape into mindless distractions or self-centered pleasures. That way is easy. 
The way of the Spirit is much, much harder. But it is also a far richer life. It is the way of beauty in the face of ugliness, of peace in the face of war, of joy in the face of despair. It is the way of Jesus Christ. 

The choice is ours; God will not force us to choose his way. But he will give us the Spirit we need. 

Thanks be to God. 
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